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On July 4, 2014, I saw in the Pentagon parking lot and wondered what I had 
gotten myself into. I was on a tour bus full of white evangelicals from South Carolina 
watching National Treasure while we waited for the Capitol Fourth fireworks to start. It 
was my first day of research.  
Fortunately for me, those tourists gave this outsider a gracious welcome. During 
my time in the field, I met many tourists and guides who amazed me with their generosity 
and their enthusiasm about my research, even if they were skeptical at first. They are, of 
course, anonymous here, but their experiences are at the heart of this project. I am 
thankful to them for sharing their lives and their vacations with me.  
My thanks also go to the faculty on my committee who have guided this project at 
each stage. Stephen Prothero’s incisive questions pushed me to think harder and write 
better, and he challenged me to step back and start over with a more nuanced conceptual 
framework. The best aspects of this dissertation are the product of significant changes I 
made in response to conversations with him. Nancy Ammerman helped me navigate the 
challenges of fieldwork, and her comments have helped me to clarify key points of the 
dissertation and connect it to broader conversations in the field. Anthony Petro patiently 
answered my questions about the dissertation process and the job market, and offered 
moral support for both. Christopher Evans has encouraged me and given me thoughtful 
feedback on my work since my first year of graduate school. 
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In addition to my committee, I am fortunate to have other mentors who have 
shaped this work. Adam Seligman pushed me to be more rigorous in my thinking and 
more generous in my encounters with others. He also taught me the most important 
lesson I took with me into my fieldwork and beyond: that my comfort level is not the 
measure of the rightness or wrongness of someone else’s belief or behavior. Diane L. 
Moore showed me the connection between scholarship, teaching, and the public 
understanding of religion, and how this combination can be used to confront the most 
daunting problems head-on. Georgia Frank has been my guide and mentor for close to ten 
years, and I am thankful to her both for helping me think through key parts of this project 
and for encouraging me to start out on this journey in the first place.  
At the Graduate Division of Religious Studies, my thanks go to Jonathan Klawans 
and Jennifer Knust for their guidance and encouragement over the years, to Karen 
Nardella and Ryan Sullivan for keeping things running smoothly, and to Wendy Czik for 
the moral support and the coffee. I am thankful also to Stephanie Nelson, Zachary Boss, 
and the students and faculty of the Core Curriculum, who welcomed me into my second 
home at BU. Across the river, Diane L. Moore, Sarabinh Levy-Brightman, and the staff 
of the Religious Literacy Project are the most intellectually exciting and socially engaged 
colleagues I could hope for, and I have learned a great deal from working alongside them. 
Outside the university, I have been fortunate to have the support and 
encouragement of my friends and family. Laura Heath has been a sympathetic listener 
and co-conspirator against the kyriarchy. Kathleen Cooney has helped me see things 
more clearly with her sage advice and endless compassion. Sejal Patel has taught me how 
vii 
to tell better stories. Jo Anna Nevada has believed in me all along and always been on my 
side. Jack Daly has explored the world with me and helped me discover where I fit in it. 
My parents, Ron and Cheryl, have never doubted that I would succeed in my academic 
endeavors. Their faith in me is humbling, and I will always be grateful for their love and 
acceptance. Adrienne Langlois makes each day brighter. Her love and support have made 
the last and hardest steps in this journey immeasurably easier.  
For me, the best parts of academic life will always be found in the classroom. 
Over the last five years, my students at Boston University have challenged me and 
inspired me. Conversations with them are what kept me going, even through the worst 
points of writer’s block and American politics. They are determined to make the world a 
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ABSTRACT 
In the contemporary United States, power is exerted at both the center of society 
and its margins. Americans seeking political and cultural capital can cast themselves as 
insiders, claiming the authority of tradition, or as outsiders, claiming the prophetic voice 
of the oppressed. Previous scholarship has tended to portray white American evangelicals 
either as insiders, a theocracy-in-waiting, or as outsiders, a marginalized subculture. In 
practice, however, white evangelicals claim both positions and move strategically 
between them. Under certain circumstances, they appeal to the Christian Right’s 
revisionist history to claim a position at the center of the nation. Under other 
circumstances, they invoke threats to “Christian America” to claim a position on the 
margins. This ethnographic study of Christian heritage tourism in Washington, D.C., 
examines how white evangelical tourists use American history to construct four identities 
vis-à-vis the nation. Like white American evangelicals more broadly, they see themselves 
as founders, exiles, victims, and saviors. In addition to ethnography, I draw on 
intellectual history and material culture studies to account for the dynamic, contradictory, 
ix 
and strategic ways my subjects understand who they are. Written, verbal, and material 
stories about the American past are key resources white evangelicals use in shaping their 
identities. On Christian heritage tours and beyond, white evangelicals do history as they 
plot themselves into narratives about their communities and their nation. This approach, 
which combines “lived religion” and “lived history,” shows that white evangelicals are 
political shapeshifters, playing whichever part gives them the most power in a given 
situation. Their ability to act as both insiders and outsiders is a source of power in a 
nation that reveres tradition yet cheers for underdogs. While they may talk about leaving 
behind their outsider roles of exiles and victims, in practice white American evangelicals 
embrace and defend those roles just as much as they do their insider roles as founders and 
saviors. Their creative and strategic movement between these roles is a potent political 
resource that we must understand if we are to make sense of white evangelicals’ political 
power today.  
x 
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Christian heritage tours start early. The streets of Washington, D.C., are mostly 
empty when tourists board their buses for the first time, clutching Styrofoam cups of 
coffee and pastries from the hotel’s continental breakfast buffet. They settle into their 
seats two by two. This group is a mixture of older couples and families with young 
children or teenagers. All are white. The adults sip their coffee and talk quietly about the 
itinerary for the day. As far as I can tell, I am the only solo traveler on the bus. I spot an 
empty seat next to an older woman and am relieved when she invites me to sit down. She 
explains that she’s traveling with her friends, the two women seated in the next row, but 
she’d be so glad to have me as “bus buddy.” We introduce ourselves and make small talk 
until the tour guide boards the bus and picks up the microphone.  
We all fall silent as the guide welcomes us and says he’d like to start the day off 
by reading a prayer that our second president, John Adams, offered at the first meeting of 
the U.S. Congress in Washington, D.C.: 
It would be unbecoming the Representatives of this nation to assemble, for 
the first time, in this solemn temple, without looking up to the Supreme 
Ruler of the Universe and imploring his blessing. May this territory be the 
residence of virtue and happiness! In this city may that piety and virtue, 
that wisdom and magnanimity, that constancy and self-government which 
adorned the great character whose name it bears, be forever held in 
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veneration! Here, and throughout our country, may simple manners, pure 
morals, and true religion flourish forever!1 
“Amen,” the guide adds, and a few tourists add their own amens. With that, the bus pulls 
out of the hotel parking lot, headed for the first stop of the day. It is just after 8 a.m. and 
few buildings are open, but there is still plenty to see. Christian heritage tours pack every 
minute of the day with sites. During the morning and evening hours when museums and 
government buildings are closed, they visit outdoor monuments such as this morning’s 
destination, the Marine Corps War Memorial, better known as the Iwo Jima Memorial. 
It’s a short ride from the hotel, and the guide keeps up a steady stream of chatter as we 
go.  
The bus pulls into the driveway that circles the memorial, and tourists lunge for 
their cameras. The driver tells us to watch the flag as he continues around the statue. All 
around me, tourists ooooh and aaaah at the optical illusion the bus’s motion creates—the 
flag appears to be being raised as we drive around. On the opposite side of the memorial, 
the driver parks and we disembark. Only half of the tour group was on our bus; the other 
half is just arriving in the next bus. When we are all assembled at the base of the 
monument, the tour guide takes his position at the top of the stairs and gestures at me to 
join him. He welcomes them again, then introduces me. 
“This is Lauren. She’s from Boston. She’s not a terrorist.” The crowd chuckles 
awkwardly while I try to look amused instead of uncomfortable. This is the third tour in 
                                                          
1 President John Adams, welcoming Congress, on November 17, 1800, 6th Congress, 2nd session, Annals of 
Congress, 723-724.  
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which I’ve been introduced as “not a terrorist.” He continues, “She’s writing her thesis on 
Christian tours, so that’s why she’s joining us.” For a brief moment, 110 pairs of eyes 
seem to be on me as the tourists process my role. Then the guide draws their attention to 
the monument and I step back into the crowd. 
The site before us is a monument to the Marine Corps, the guide tells us. Does 
anybody know their song? Someone starts it up, and we stumble together through the first 
two lines: “From the halls of Montezuma, to the shores of Tripoli…” With the practiced 
wave of a conductor, the guide silences us. “Tripoli!” he exclaims. “What’s Tripoli?” 
When no one rushes to answer, he tells us that the base of the monument before 
us is inscribed all around with the names of battles in Marine Corps history, the first of 
which is Tripoli, in 1802 and 1804. It was part of our first war as a new nation, fought 
against the Barbary pirates.  
“Who were the Barbary Pirates?” the guide asks, pausing for effect. “Muslim 
terrorists.” He goes on, talking over the gasps and mutters of the crowd. “You see, our 
current war is not a new war. We’ve been at war with Islam since the very beginning.” 
The Barbary Pirates, he tells us, would demand tribute from ships, and Britain and other 
European nations simply paid it. When American ships began sailing under the new 
American flag, however, they were no longer protected by Britain’s tribute, and the 
pirates attacked. But the new United States were not so easily intimidated. When Thomas 
Jefferson became president, he sent the new U.S. Navy to fight the Barbary Pirates, and 
they won, prompting the pope at the time to remark that America had done more to defeat 
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the Barbary Pirates than all the European nations combined. “Even then,” the guide 
concludes, “we were fighting for others.”2  
With that, the crowd disperses, snapping photographs of the monument and the 
view of the National Mall. I offer to take family photos, which usually helps to break the 
ice with new tourists. Sure enough, I have several short, friendly conversations about my 
research as cameras change hands. Just as the photoshoots are winding down and people 
are turning to look for the bus, we hear someone singing. 
“Amaaaaaaazing Grace, how sweeeet the sound…” Our bus driver has come to 
lead us in song at the base of the monument. We gradually join in, all 111 of us, singing 
the first verse together in the hazy morning sun. 
Amazing grace, how sweet the sound 
That saved a wretch like me! 
I once was lost, but now I’m found 
’Twas blind, but now I see. 
 
Christian Heritage in Washington, D.C. 
 In the late 1980s, a new subset of the D.C. tourism industry emerged, one that 
catered to white evangelical Christians seeking proof of the United States’ Christian 
                                                          
2 The United States did pay tribute to the Barbary states beginning in 1795. It was not until 1801, when the 
Pasha of Tripoli demanded additional tribute and declared war that the U.S. responded with military action 
by the Marine Corps. The resulting Treaty of Tripoli is famous in atheist circles for Article 11, which states 
that “the government of the United States is not in any sense founded on the Christian Religion.” The 
Christian heritage tours I observed never mentioned the treaty. See Office of the Historian, “Milestones: 
1801-1829,” U.S. Department of State, accessed August 17, 2017, 
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1801-1829/barbary-wars.  
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heritage.3 The new tours promised visitors a glimpse of the nation’s Christian past and a 
chance to walk in the footsteps of their Christian forefathers. They found a ready market. 
Thousands of tourists now flock to D.C. every year for specialized Christian heritage 
tours. Like other tours of D.C., Christian heritage tours visit all the major sights: Capitol 
Hill, the National Mall’s memorials, Arlington National Cemetery, Mount Vernon, and a 
variety of museums. But the stories they tell are quite different, focusing on the role of 
Christian people and the Christian God in American history. At each stop, tour guides 
point to the Christian features of the memorial or building to corroborate their claims. At 
the same time, they warn tourists that this evidence of their nation’s Christian heritage 
will soon be erased, just as Christianity has been erased from the history books. The tours 
strike an odd chord, but one that resonates with white evangelical tourists. This dissonant 
relationship to the United States and its history is familiar to them; their visit to D.C. 
replicates what they already know about their place in the nation. 
 This dissertation is an ethnographic study of Christian heritage tourism in 
Washington, D.C. In 2014 and 2015, I conducted participant-observation of nine multi-
day tours, paying close attention to what tour guides said and to what tourists discussed 
among themselves. I also had hundreds of informal conversations with tourists during the 
tours, while sitting on the bus, waiting in line, walking to the next site, and eating our 
meals. In addition, I conducted semi-structured qualitative interviews with twenty-seven 
tourists and tour guides after their tours ended. The tours I joined were operated by six 
                                                          
3 This new variety of Christian tourism was part of the booming Christian leisure industry that began in the 
1950s and included other forms of travel such as pilgrimages to the Holy Land. See Hillary Kaell, Walking 
Where Jesus Walked: American Christians and Holy Land Pilgrimage (New York: New York University 
Press, 2014), 5-7, 199. 
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different organizations, of which four were commercial and two were not-for-profit. The 
largest tours included 110 people and required two buses, while the smallest included 
only fifteen people. Most tours lasted four days; the longest was seven days, and the 
shortest was only a day and a half. Despite these variations, each tour followed a fairly 
standard pattern in terms of which sites they visited and which stories they told. 
 The tourists I met came from all over the United States, but, with few exceptions, 
they shared a common racial, political, and religious identity as white conservative 
evangelical Protestants. Out of over four hundred total tourists, only five were African-
American, and one family of six was Hispanic. The rest were white, including all the 
guides. Their politics were by all appearances equally homogeneous, as every tour guide 
and most tourists expressed conservative social values and unwavering allegiance to the 
Republican Party. The vast majority also expressed religious identities that fit David 
Bebbington’s classic four-part definition of evangelicalism.4 They regarded the Bible as 
the ultimate moral authority, or, in evangelical terms, they “took the Bible seriously” 
(Biblicism).5 They believed that one must be “born again” in order to be saved 
(conversionism), and they believed salvation was made possible by the atoning death of 
Jesus on the cross (crucicentrism). Finally, their faith informed all other aspects of their 
life, and they saw it as their Christian duty to live out their faith so as to convert others 
and reform society (activism). In addition to individual expressions of evangelical faith, 
evangelical language dominated group practices, including prayers, devotions, and songs. 
                                                          
4 David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain (London: Routledge, 1989).  
5 This is the language used, for instance, by the National Association of Evangelicals, which endorses 
Bebbington’s definition. See “What is an Evangelical?” The National Association of Evangelicals, accessed 
August 15, 2017, https://www.nae.net/what-is-an-evangelical/.  
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However, in the language of the tours, the racial, political, and religious identities of their 
participants were subsumed in one word: “Christian.”  
In this context, “Christian” was not a broad umbrella term that encompassed all 
the internal diversity of American Christianity.6 Rather, Christian heritage tours used 
“Christian” to denote a specific brand of white conservative evangelical Protestantism 
that matched the demographics of this audience. This was a strategic choice: rather than 
acknowledge mainline Protestantism or Catholicism as lesser or simply different ways of 
being Christian, this use of “Christian” claims that conservative white evangelicalism 
constitutes the whole of Christianity.7 When tours told stories about the past, they 
identified historical figures, events, and the nation itself as “Christian” in this sense. 
When I summarize their stories and conversations in this dissertation, I use “Christian” as 
they do. I also refer to them collectively as “Christian tourists,” both for economy of 
language and because it is how they identified themselves.8 In the context of my own 
analysis and engagement with other scholarship, however, I draw attention to the white, 
conservative, and evangelical dimensions of their identities. In doing so, I hope to capture 
the subtle way that tours use the broad term “Christian” to stand for a narrow subset of 
white conservative evangelicals and, in doing so, to elide everyone who does not fit that 
description.  
                                                          
6 Catherine Brekus and W. Clark Gilpin, eds., American Christianities: A History of Dominance and 
Diversity (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011); Catherine Albanese, America: Religions 
and Religion (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1981); Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American 
People (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972).   
7 Tourists sometimes identified themselves as “real Christians,” as opposed to “nominal Christians,” which 
points to the same idea.  
8 For my reasoning in calling them “tourists” rather than “pilgrims,” see pp. 26-28 below. 
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By investigating these tours and the narratives their guides and customers 
construct and consume, I investigate larger questions about white American evangelicals’ 
relationship to the United States. Who do they think they are vis-à-vis the nation? How 
are their identities formed? And how do those identities inform and respond to their 
political activity? Christian heritage tours offer an opportunity to observe this relationship 
on the ground among ordinary white evangelicals and their leaders. I approach the tours 
as an instance of lived religion, that is, as an example of the messy, partial, and 
contradictory ways in which people use religion to order their lives.9 In this case, white 
evangelical Christianity fuses with American history to create a set of stories and 
practices about the nation. 
This dissertation argues that Christian tourists in D.C.—like white American 
evangelicals more broadly—use American history to produce four roles for themselves in 
relation to the nation: they are founders, exiles, victims, and saviors. I draw on my 
ethnographic research as well as intellectual history and material culture studies to 
account for the dynamic and contradictory ways in which my subjects understand who 
they are. This lived religion approach challenges reductive readings of white American 
evangelicalism as either a marginalized subculture or a theocracy-in-waiting. Rather, it 
sees white evangelicals as both. Moreover, it views their ability to shift creatively and 
strategically between roles as an extraordinary political resource that we must understand 
if we are to make sense of their political activity today.  
                                                          
9 Robert Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 1880-1950 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1985); David Hall, ed., Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of 
Practice (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997). 
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Evangelical Fault Lines 
The 2016 election revealed a fault line in white American evangelicalism, one 
that divides academic scholarship as much as it does the evangelical community. On one 
side is white evangelicals’ commitment to moral purity and distance (though not total 
separation) from a corrupt world. They are supposed to be the nation’s moral exemplars; 
they must not compromise on issues of character. On the other side is their concomitant 
responsibility to guide the nation itself on a moral course, which requires winning and 
holding political power. They will support even a sinner like President Donald Trump if 
it gives them better odds of restoring conservative Christian values to the nation. This 
fault line is as old as ancient Rome and the early Christian movement, and it runs through 
the history of white American evangelicals’ relationship to the nation. Scholars of 
American evangelicalism tend to fall on one side or the other of this line. Some depict 
evangelicalism as a subculture, more or less distinct from mainstream America. Others 
focus on evangelicals’ tendency to regard “Christian America” as something that was, is, 
and ought to be again. I argue in this dissertation that we need a more dynamic approach 
to understand the complexity of contemporary white evangelicalism, an approach that 
does not choose sides but rather looks at how white evangelicals themselves move across 
this fault line and back again.  
 
“In the world but not of it”  
In his classic study American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving, Christian 
Smith falls on one side of this divide, depicting evangelicalism as a subculture that 
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thrives on being, in longstanding evangelical parlance, “in the world but not of it.”10 
Smith rejects previous sociological models that overstate the degree to which 
evangelicalism is (and must remain) separate from the world. Whereas other scholars 
have argued that only total separation could protect evangelicals from the encroachment 
of modernity and pluralism, Smith argues that, as a subculture, evangelicalism thrives on 
the tension that derives from engaging with the modern, pluralist world.11 Such tension is 
inescapable in a religiously diverse society, and how a religion responds to it will 
determine whether is survives. Evangelicalism, Smith argues, is equipped with a unique 
set of cultural and theological tools to make sense of tension (or outright conflict) with 
the mainstream: “The evangelical tradition’s entire history, theology, and self-identity 
presupposes and reflects strong cultural boundaries with non-evangelicals; a zealous 
burden to convert and transform the world outside of itself; and a keen perception of 
external threats and crises seen as menacing what it views to be true, good, and 
valuable.”12 Evangelicals’ theology does not allow them to retreat from the modern 
world, as their fundamentalist counterparts did to some extent in the first half of the 
twentieth century, nor can they simply assimilate, as mainline Protestants largely did in 
the second half.13 Instead, they position themselves on the margins, distinguishing 
                                                          
10 Christian Smith, American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1998). 
11 C. Smith, American Evangelicalism, 67-69, 75-82, 89-119. The most notable scholar arguing for the 
sociological necessity of total separation of evangelicals from the world is James Davison Hunter, 
following the early work of Peter Berger. See Hunter, Evangelicalism: The Coming Generation (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987), and Berger, The Sacred Canopy (New York: Anchor, 1967). Smith 
also rejects other, less salient theories of religious vitality, including strictness, market theory, and status 
discontent.  
12 C. Smith, American Evangelicalism, 121. 
13 C. Smith, American Evangelicalism, 51-66. On mainline and liberal Protestants, see also David A. 
Hollinger, “After Cloven Tongues of Fire,” Journal of American History 98, no. 1 (2011): 21-48, and 
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themselves from the world even as they engage with it. The tension they experience with 
the mainstream is thus transformed from a threat into an asset. The fact that they are in 
conflict with the world around them tells them they are doing something right.  
But to what degree are white evangelicals really in conflict with the so-called 
mainstream?14 White Protestants have long held a dominant position in American politics 
and culture. Though the American states formally disestablished religion in the early 
nineteenth century, a de facto evangelical Protestant “moral establishment” remained. 
White evangelicals worked to reform society and train moral citizens, and they did so 
with the tacit blessing and financial support of state and federal governments.15  Tracy 
Fessenden argues that the dominant Protestant ideology became embedded in “secular” 
discourses about race, gender, sexuality, and national identity to the point that their 
Protestant origins and affiliations became obscured.16 In the early twentieth century, 
conservative Protestants abandoned their dominant position, but liberal Protestants held 
                                                          
Matthew Hedstrom, The Rise of Liberal Religion: Book Culture and American Spirituality in the Twentieth 
Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).  Other scholars have noted that fundamentalists’ retreat 
from the public square was not absolute; they remained engaged in building their own networks and 
institutions. See Joel Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The Reawakening of American Fundamentalism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).  
14 There is not, of course, a single American mainstream, just as there is no single monolithic evangelical 
subculture. These terms do, however, appear in sociological literature on evangelicals and, more 
importantly, reflect how white evangelicals understand themselves in relation to broader American society. 
I use these terms in the contexts where they are appropriate, when I am engaging that sociological literature 
and when I am representing my subjects’ own sense that they are “in the world but not of it.”  
15 David Sehat argues that they did so in response to anxieties about “the anarchic tendencies of democratic 
capitalism” in which each person is out for themselves. See Sehat, The Myth of American Religious 
Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 53-55. See also Tracy Fessenden, Culture and 
Redemption: Religion, the Secular, and American Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 
and James Fraser, Between Church and State: Religion and Public Education in Multicultural America, 2nd 
ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016). 
16 Fessenden, 3-12. 
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onto their political and cultural hegemony well into the twentieth century.17  Even after 
liberal Protestant institutions and leaders lost their privileged places in the 1960s and 
1970s, Matthew Hedstrom argues, liberal Protestant values and ideas retained their 
influence by moving outside the crumbling church walls. Thanks to Americans’ mass-
market consumption of religious books in the mid-twentieth century, “the spiritual 
vocabularies and sensibilities liberals promoted gained ever-wider currency and 
legitimacy.”18 Americans’ contemporary attitudes toward psychology, mysticism, and the 
self reflect this liberal Protestant influence, even though that influence is no longer 
marked. What Fessenden calls “unmarked Protestantism” lingers in American politics 
and culture, which remain “more permeable to some religious interventions than 
others.”19  
The unmarked Protestantism of contemporary American culture presents both an 
opportunity and a challenge to white evangelicals who wish to maintain a position on the 
margins. White evangelicals understood themselves to be marginalized by the liberal 
Protestant establishment for much of the twentieth century, and they are at odds with 
liberal Protestants today over most culture wars issues.20 Nevertheless, both sides derive 
from the same historical tradition, and what white evangelicals see as “the world” or “the 
                                                          
17 George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism in American Culture, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006); William R. Hutchison, ed., Between the Times: The Travail of the Protestant Establishment in 
America, 1900-1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).  
18 Hedstrom, 10; see also Hollinger, 46. 
19 Fessenden, 4.  
20 For a breakdown of how mainline Protestants and conservative Protestants differ on social issues such as 
abortion, same-sex marriage, and the environment, see Pew Research Center, “Religious Landscape 
Survey,” Pew Research Center: Religion and Public Life, accessed August 18, 2017, 
http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/#topics-questions.  
13 
mainstream” is marked by the legacy of Protestant power. Lynne Gerber demonstrates 
that on certain issues, evangelicals’ values and sensibilities resonate with those of the 
Protestant-inflected mainstream. For instance, Gerber’s study shows that evangelicals’ 
attitudes toward weight-loss correspond closely to the dominant “secular” medical and 
scientific discourses of weight-loss, health, and beauty. 21 This correspondence allows 
evangelicals to engage easily with the mainstream on these issues. Far from being 
outsiders who resist the world’s norms, in this instance, at least, white evangelicals 
benefit from being closely aligned with the mainstream.22  
However, if unmarked Protestantism facilitates evangelicals’ engagement with 
mainstream American culture, it also complicates their attempts to resist it. In this 
dissertation, I build on Gerber’s critique to argue that the tension needed for the 
evangelical subculture to “thrive” does not arise as naturally as Smith’s model suggests; 
the subculture has too much in common with the still implicitly Protestant mainstream. 
Instead, evangelical leaders must manufacture the necessary tension through rhetorical 
means, by casting themselves in an outsider role and moving toward the fringes of 
American culture until they are recognized as such. White evangelicals are not the first 
group to make this move. R. Laurence Moore has shown that claiming “outsiderhood is a 
characteristic way of inventing one’s Americanness,” and the outsider label has been 
                                                          
21 Lynne Gerber, Seeking the Straight and Narrow: Weight Loss and Sexual Reorientation in Evangelical 
America, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 6-8, 228-229. R. Marie Griffith makes a similar 
point in Born Again Bodies: Flesh and Spirit in American Christianity (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2004).  
22 At the same time, though, the subjects of Gerber’s study have created their own Christian weight-loss 
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generative for Mormons, Catholics, Protestant fundamentalists, and other groups.23 
Similarly, Grace Hale argues that the “romance of the outsider,” as she calls it, became a 
common attitude among white, middle-class Americans in the mid-twentieth century, 
including conservative Christians. Being on the margins was widely seen as more 
authentic and meaningful than being in the mainstream. Difference itself became a source 
of power, rather than a threat.24 White evangelicals today embrace this deeply American 
attitude toward outsiderhood, depicting themselves as exiles or victims who are at the 
mercy of a hostile mainstream. Christian heritage tours of Washington, D.C., offer a site 
to observe how white evangelicals create and transform these roles, which are essential to 
maintaining the feelings of tension, threat, or conflict that sustain the evangelical 
subculture. By understanding themselves in these outsider roles, white evangelicals can 
resist the mainstream despite the historical and contemporary power of white Protestants 
in the United States.  
However, white evangelicals today are neither as powerless nor as separate as 
Smith’s account implies.25 They may play the roles of exiles or victims, but they wield 
considerable power in American politics and culture.26 Stephen Miller argues that, 
despite white evangelicals’ protests to the contrary, evangelicalism is not a subculture at 
all; rather, it is a dominant player at the center of American politics.27 He makes this 
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argument by looking at evangelicals’ interactions with other players on both the left and 
right since the 1970s, during the period he calls the “Age of Evangelicalism.” In this 
period, he argues, “born-again Christianity provided alternately a language, a medium, 
and a foil by which millions of Americans came to terms with political and cultural 
changes.”28 Miller points to the need for any study of evangelicalism to locate 
evangelicals in their broader context rather than a historical or cultural vacuum; he urges 
scholars to resist the temptation to “take them at their word about being outsiders.” Even 
if evangelicalism can be understood as a subculture, it nonetheless shapes and is shaped 
by the world around it.  
Amy Frykholm makes a similar argument with regard to evangelicals’ production 
and consumption of popular culture. Whereas Miller focuses on the political influence of 
evangelicals, Frykholm looks at their cultural impact. Her study of the Left Behind book 
series demonstrates the permeability of the boundary between white evangelicals and 
what they see as the American mainstream. The Left Behind books were bestsellers 
among mainstream as well as evangelical readers, but Frykholm also shows that 
evangelicals are avid consumers of mainstream popular culture—a fact obscured by 
Smith’s subcultural model of evangelical identity.29 In reality, she says, the boundaries of 
the subculture are porous, and evangelicals move freely across them. Her qualitative 
ethnographic work reveals that “the cultural influences are tangled, and evangelicals 
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rarely separate themselves from popular culture even as they occasionally complain about 
its immoral content.”30 Frykholm argues that, when we take into account the everyday 
practices of ordinary evangelicals, we gain a much richer and more complicated picture 
of the subculture than Smith’s theory or quantitative survey data allow.  
Understanding white evangelicalism as a subculture is helpful insofar as it reveals 
evangelicals’ competing tendencies toward distinction from and engagement with the 
mainstream; but it also risks missing essential dimensions of American evangelicalism, 
including a key source of their cultural power. Like other social scientific theories, 
Smith’s subcultural theory of religious identity constructs “a discursive horizon.”31 It 
illuminates the subject matter to a certain point but obscures what lies beyond: the 
nuances of everyday practice, historical context, and human inconsistencies and 
contradictions.32 This dissertation treats white evangelicalism as a subculture, but it 
attempts also to capture the complexity of the subculture’s relationship with the 
mainstream and its shifting, permeable boundaries.  
 
“One nation, under God” 
The subcultural identity of white American evangelicals is only part of the story. 
Equally important is their belief that the United States is, in some sense, a Christian 
nation. I say “some sense” because the phrase “Christian America” points not to one idea 
but to a constellation of ideas about the role of Christians and the Christian God in 
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American history, particularly in the founding era. As with any shared cultural symbol, 
the particularities of those ideas may vary from person to person, but there is no doubt 
that “Christian America” looms large in white evangelicals’ understanding of their place 
in the nation. They feel a sense of custodianship for the nation: its sin or salvation is their 
responsibility. Indeed, their feeling that it is unnatural for them to be outsiders grows out 
of this conviction that they ought to be in charge.33 As Andrew Greeley and Michael 
Hout put it, “Conservative Protestants’ embattlement is not an outsider’s sympathy for 
other outsiders. It has an unmistakable entitlement…They are certain of their place at the 
heart of America just as they are certain of their faith in God.”34 Evangelicals may feel 
that they are on the margins now, but they look to history to justify reclaiming a 
privileged place for Christianity in the United States.  
The idea of Christian America has long fascinated scholars of American religion, 
whose work on the subject follows three distinct approaches. The first approach attempts 
to pinpoint the origins of the idea of Christian America: when did American Christians 
begin imagining the nation in this way? In his 1971 book, A Christian America: 
Protestant Hopes and Historical Realities, Robert Handy argues that “from the beginning 
American Protestants entertained a lively hope that some day the civilization of the 
country would be fully Christian.”35 He identifies both “a sense of special mission” and 
“a sense of moral superiority” in the colonial period that derived from British Christian 
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theology and continued to shape expressions of both Christianity and nationalism in the 
new republic.36 Countless other works trace a similar line from John Winthrop’s sermon 
on the Arbella through eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth century depictions of the 
United States as a Christian nation, a “city upon a hill.” Handy was writing before Jimmy 
Carter and Jerry Falwell burst onto the national scene, and he initially argued that the 
Protestant era of American history ended in the 1930s along with the bulk of Protestant 
efforts to make the United States a Christian nation.37 However, in his epilogue to the 
1984 edition of A Christian America, Handy addresses the rise of the Religious Right, 
arguing that “the new crusade for a Christian America was quite different from the old 
one,” in that it accepted religious pluralism and sought (at least nominally) to distinguish 
between shared morality and shared religious commitments. In this exhaustive analysis, 
Handy makes the important point that the idea of Christian America is a flexible concept 
that has taken many forms over the last four centuries, and we should take care not to 
flatten it into a single iteration.  
Other studies are less wide-ranging than Handy’s but provide similarly complex 
accounts of how Christianity came to occupy such a central place in American national 
identity. Sam Haselby traces the rise of American religious nationalism in the first third 
of the nineteenth century, arguing that westward expansion and American Protestants’ 
desire to missionize the frontier contributed to the formation of a deeply Protestant 
national identity. That national identity, he argues, is rooted in the sacralization of the 
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nation’s founding, particularly its founding documents, and it sets up the rest of 
American history as “a process of degradation” in continuity with the American jeremiad 
tradition that stretches from the Puritan divines to Donald Trump.38 Haselby also points 
out that “reverence for the ‘founding fathers’ also allows identification with an underdog, 
a compelling if long-expired model for an American national symbol.” Both the jeremiad 
and the idealization of the underdog have remained dominant motifs in American life, 
particularly among white evangelicals today.  
In contrast to Haselby and Handy, some scholars have located the origin of the 
Christian America idea as late as the twentieth century. Kevin Kruse argues that the 
notion of Christian America is a recent invention: conservative businessmen colluded 
with conservative religious leaders to forge a new national identity in order to resist the 
New Deal. They claimed that “the nation not only should be a Christian nation but that it 
had always been one.” By the time of the Eisenhower administration, most Americans 
believed it.39 Kruse is interested in understanding how Americans came to believe the 
myth, and his study looks at the intersections of business, media, and religion by which 
the myth took on the appearance of fact. Kruse’s analysis omits the longer history of the 
idea that Haselby and Handy discuss, but he nonetheless demonstrates that the idea of 
Christian America is bound up with other political and socioeconomic concerns. 
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Regardless of its point of origin, the idea of Christian America does not exist in isolation; 
rather, it expresses the anxieties of the day, religious and otherwise. 
The second approach scholars take to the idea of Christian America is less 
concerned with its origins than with its facticity. Numerous studies have attempted to 
answer the enduring question: was America founded as a Christian nation? Isaac 
Kramnick and R. Laurence Moore give a definitive “no” in their polemic The Godless 
Constitution: A Moral Defense of the Secular State. Their certainty, however, is the 
exception rather than the rule. Most scholars take a position somewhere in the middle, 
arguing that while the founders may have disestablished religion, there were rather more 
public displays of religion by the founders than today’s secularists would wish.40 But the 
same scholars push back against conservative Christians’ attempts to depict the founders 
as proto-evangelicals who intended to fuse Christianity and the state. Noah Feldman, for 
instance, argues that both “legal secularists” and “values evangelicals” are wrong in their 
arguments that the founders supported total separation of church and state or a Christian 
nation, respectively. Those arguments, Feldman writes, “developed over the last fifty 
years in order to justify positions in a contemporary legal and cultural fight under 
circumstances very different from the framers.”41 This is a common refrain in evaluations 
of the idea of Christian America: arguments about the place of Christianity in American 
history are really arguments about the place of Christianity in the American present. 
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John Fea offers the most comprehensive analysis of the arguments for and against 
the idea of Christian America in his 2011 book Was America Founded as a Christian 
Nation? A Historical Introduction. His primary concern is to teach readers how to think 
as historians—not politicians—in approaching the Christian America debate.42 To that 
end, he provides not only a brief history of the idea of Christian America since the early 
republic but also biographies of several founders who feature prominently in Christian 
America debates, including Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Franklin, and Witherspoon. 
For each founder, Fea reviews the historical evidence of his religious beliefs, practices, 
and thoughts on religious freedom; his goal is to add nuance to the caricatures of the 
founders that are often found in these debates. As he does so, he frequently admonishes 
readers to remember that historical analysis is limited by the data available to us, and he 
advises caution in drawing conclusions from the limited evidence we have about the 
founders’ religious lives. Fea also provides a thorough methodological critique of books 
written by defenders of Christian America such as David Barton.43 However, he does not 
answer the question posed in his book’s title; his point is that the answer is too 
complicated to be reduced to a simple yes or no. Elsewhere Fea has argued that the 
question “was America founded as a Christian nation?” is “a bad historical question.” It 
is too entwined with the culture wars and demands theological definitions that a historian 
is not equipped to make.44 Fea may be right that the historical facticity of Christian 
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America is not a question leading to edification. The reality, however, is that many 
American are asking and answering it. 
The third approach to the idea of Christian America is to analyze how it operates 
in the lives of American Christians. Scholars who take this approach are less concerned 
with the idea’s origins or historical truth and more interested in what “Christian America” 
means to individuals today. Joel Carpenter’s study of revivalism in the mid-twentieth 
century looks at how the idea of a Christian America shaped fundamentalists’ 
relationship to the nation: “Haunted by the ‘Christian America’ of their memory and 
imagination, fundamentalists could not shake the proprietary responsibility they felt for 
the nation’s character.” Like the Puritans before them, they understood America to be in a 
covenant with God that compelled citizens to live in accordance with biblical laws in 
exchange for divine blessings.45 Fundamentalists felt obligated to uphold their end of the 
bargain, and they believed their best strategy for achieving reform was a religious revival 
that would inspire Americans to return voluntarily to righteousness and propel 
conservative Christians back into positions of power.46 Their proprietary attitude toward 
the nation drove their missionary efforts during this period, and that attitude spilled over 
into white evangelicals’ understanding of the nation with the rise of the Religious Right. 
In Carpenter’s reading, the idea of Christian America signaled fundamentalists’ 
pledge to restore the covenant through concrete actions to revive and reform the nation. 
“Christian America” was both a nostalgic ideal and a rallying cry. In contrast, Christian 
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Smith argues that for evangelicals at the turn of the twenty-first century, “Christian 
America” is little more than a rhetorical gesture that unites a community without 
demanding action. According to Smith, American evangelicals are not really interested in 
“reclaiming America for Christ,” as D. James Kennedy puts it.47 The idea of Christian 
America serves another purpose: 
Reflecting on and proclaiming the godliness of America’s founding 
fathers, Christian ‘principles and values,’ the decline of Christian 
influence in the culture, the breakdown of morality, and Christ as the 
nation’s only hope serve to evoke and reaffirm a distinctive evangelical 
identity. This kind of talk is a way of reciting a particular narrative that 
functions to constitute and sustain a particular community, tradition, and 
subculture.48 
Smith’s primary interest in this study is to resist the common depiction of evangelicals as 
single-minded theocrats. He shows a range of positions on Christianity’s place in politics, 
drawing on survey data from “ordinary evangelicals.”49 The majority of ordinary 
evangelicals, he finds, fall somewhere between the two extremes of theocrats and 
political renunciants. Allusions to “Christian America,” then, are a form of identity work, 
not an expression of political ideology. The idea is a holdover from earlier periods of 
American Christianity, particularly mid-twentieth century fundamentalism. Like Handy, 
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Smith points to the malleability of the idea of Christian America, and he adds attention to 
the disparity between popular and elite views among today’s evangelicals.  
Sociologist Lydia Bean similarly distinguishes between the beliefs of rank-and-
file evangelicals and their leaders with regard to the idea of Christian America. Her 
comparative study of American and Canadian evangelicals challenges Smith’s argument 
by demonstrating how ordinary American evangelicals are affected by their leaders’ 
political activism: “Political forces have actually reshaped the content of American 
evangelical identity at the level of everyday religious practice, not just at the level of top-
down political mobilization.” Evangelical identity, Bean argues, takes shape in local 
communities and daily practices, not in the context of political activism.50 But among 
American evangelicals local church life is the mechanism by which “conservative politics 
become sacred and authentic.”51 As other scholars have shown, partisanship has become 
increasingly linked to religious identity in the United States.52 The same cannot be said of 
Canada. Bean’s study shows how American churches “signal” to congregants both the 
“right” position on moral issues and the “right” party affiliation in ways that Canadian 
churches do not.53 She found that one such signal was the public narrative of Christian 
America. Pastors and lay leaders used the jeremiad to motivate congregants to engage in 
evangelism and other religious activity in the community; at the same time, the jeremiad 
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makes it clear that real Christians vote Republican.54 Bean’s study complicates Smith’s 
claims about what “Christian America” means to evangelicals, suggesting that it can have 
an effect on political activity in subtle ways that Smith overlooks. This dissertation 
extends Bean’s work by looking at how religious activity outside of congregations 
strengthens the link between evangelical religious identity and Republican partisanship. 
The foregoing discussion identifies three tasks that scholars of American religion 
undertake with regard to the idea of Christian America. To some extent, this dissertation 
performs each of these tasks. At certain points, I discuss key moments in the formation of 
the current versions of the myth, which differ in some respects from its earlier forms. 
When appropriate, I also evaluate the facticity of claims made by evangelicals and other 
observers about the Christian heritage of the nation. My primary focus, however, is on 
how the idea of Christian America operates in today’s evangelical subculture at a 
grassroots level outside the context of a church congregation. To get at this question, I 
draw on theories of lived religion and narrative identity. At the center of my analysis is 
history: the studies I have discussed offer historical narratives about Christian America, 
but they pay little (if any) attention to how white evangelicals produce their own 
narratives about the American past.  
 
Tourism and History 
As they see the sites of D.C., Christian tourists do history. They tell stories about 
the past that draw on a variety of sources, including the tour guides’ stories, the literature 
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and signage available at the sites, and the material features of the sites themselves. But 
they also draw on fragments of stories they once heard in church or school, stories they 
heard from friends, and stories they saw on the internet. All of these stories and more are 
available to them, and they choose which fragments to assemble into a new historical 
narrative that both gives meaning to the site and tells them who they are and what they 
are doing there. Participant-observation of Christian heritage tours thus provides an 
opportunity to observe how white American evangelicals use history to make sense of 
who they are vis-à-vis the nation. The tours are not “ordinary”—they are liminal and, for 
some, sacred experiences in which subjects leave behind their homes and everyday life 
for a brief period of time. Even so, the tours reveal the historical practices that shape 
white evangelical identity. 
One classic study defines a tourist as “a temporarily leisured person who travels 
away from home for the purpose of experiencing a change.”55 To be such a person 
requires three things: leisure time, discretionary income, and social validation of the 
choice to spend that time and money on travel.56 Some tourists may travel purely for 
recreation; however, many travel for deeper purposes. For instance, sociologist Dean 
MacCannell, argues that alienated urban and suburban middle class people become 
tourists in hope of finding authenticity or belonging, usually in a reconstructed mythical 
past.57 Participants in Christian heritage tours certainly fit these criteria.  
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 Given the religious themes of their visits to D.C., however, one could argue that 
my subjects would be more appropriately categorized as pilgrims. After all, as Edith and 
Victor Turner famously noted, “If a pilgrim is half a tourist, then a tourist is half a 
pilgrim.”58 Pilgrimage involves a journey away from the home to a sacred site, which, 
according to the Turners, is a site where a miracle once occurred and could occur again. 
Like tourism, pilgrimage can be about experiencing the past. Edith Turner writes,  
It is like a spiritual work of archeology, delving in the ancient past for the 
renewal of the original experience, where that which is timeless folds back 
upon itself. The search for illud tempus is not a search for a fusty, dead 
past, or nostalgia: in pilgrimage it is the journey to the actual place 
containing the actual objects of the past, whose very stones seem to emit 
the never-obliterated power of the first event—a certain shadowy aura. 
Pilgrims almost invariably touch the sacred object and then touch 
themselves. This is the “archeology of experience.”59 
With this understanding of pilgrimage, it requires little effort to see Christian tourists as 
pilgrims. They come to D.C. to delve into the American past in search of something real, 
something sacred. They hear and tell stories, but they also touch things. They physically 
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experience the nation’s sacred center in order to access the nation’s mythical Christian 
past.  
The fact that Christian tourists purchase this pre-packaged experience from a tour 
operator does not somehow negate their experience of D.C. as sacred site. As Hillary 
Kaell writes of American Christians’ Holy Land pilgrimage, “[it] is not religious in spite 
of its commercial or touristic or global nature.”60 Rather, it is an important mode of 
modern religious experience precisely because of those qualities. Christian tourists travel 
to D.C. to find a connection to both God and nation, and their search is inextricable from 
their role as consumers of a tour.61 Scholars of tourism have long recognized the shared 
qualities of tourists and pilgrims, and I find this approach more generative than insisting 
that my subjects be one or the other. 62 However, unlike the evangelical travelers studied 
by Kaell, my subjects referred to themselves as almost exclusively as tourists.63 For this 
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Narrating the Nation  
No matter their other differences, the Christian heritage tours I observed were 
united by the stories they told. Their narratives of Christianity and American history 
remained consistent no matter how long the tour was, which tour guide was speaking, 
which sites we visited, or where the tourists were from. In this dissertation, I use the term 
“narrative” in two ways. In its first, colloquial sense, I use it to refer to these stories told 
by Christian tourists and guides and by white American evangelicals more broadly. These 
narratives fall into two categories, what I am calling the insider narrative and the outsider 
narrative. The first portrays Christians as insiders—founders and saviors—by appealing 
to history as a blueprint for salvation in the future. The second portrays Christians as 
outsiders—exiles and victims—by focusing on the ways in which they are marginalized 
in contemporary politics and culture.65 Both narratives draw from the Bible as well as 
American history, fusing the story of Christianity and the story of the United States. And 
the plots of both narratives revolve around the relative power of white Christians in the 
United States.  
The insider narrative tells the story of an America founded by devout white 
Christian men and blessed by their God. According to this narrative, the American 
founders intended that the nation’s leaders and citizens would be Christian as they were 
Christian. So long as this was the case, the nation prospered. In this story, Christians are 
the rightful insiders in the United States, and the nation’s well-being depends upon 
Christians’ cultural and political dominance. The outsider narrative tells the story of what 
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happens when the founders’ intentions are disregarded. In this story, Christians have been 
exiled from American politics and culture and victimized by a hostile, secular 
establishment. As a result, the nation has declined and faces divine judgment. Only if 
Christians retake their rightful position as insiders can the decline be reversed. In 
practice, these two narratives, though contradictory, often overlap. Together, they form a 
jeremiad that laments the decline of the nation and calls citizens to repentance.  
Neither of these narratives is pure fiction. Both the insider narrative and the 
outsider narrative are rooted in the real experience of white American Christians since the 
colonial era. Many of the American founders did participate in public displays of religion 
that highlighted Christianity’s privileged place in the early republic.66 References to God 
or the divine appeared in nearly every state constitution.67 Since the nineteenth century, 
white Protestants have been invested in reforming American society, seeing it as their 
responsibility to care for the nation.68 And white Protestants have been the establishment, 
de facto or otherwise, for much of American history, creating laws that reflect their 
values and setting the terms of public debate.69 On the other hand, American public life 
has been de-Christianized in important ways over the last fifty years. Christian prayer and 
devotional Bible reading are no longer standard features of public education, and other 
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religions have gained public recognition.70 Statistically, Christianity is also in decline as 
religious diversity has increased and more Americans have begun to identify as 
religiously nonaffiliated.71 And, as sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild has shown, white 
conservative Americans feel deeply that they have been mistreated by a society more 
concerned with helping minorities get ahead than in honoring the hard work of white 
Christians who have played by the rules.72 White evangelicals may not be quite as far on 
the margins as they claim, but neither do they wield the kind of power they did a century 
ago. The two narratives reflect this shifting relationship of Christianity to the nation.  
Today, the insider and outsider narratives permeate white evangelicalism, echoing 
in sermons, films, specialty Bibles, and even clothing. When white evangelicals arrived 
in D.C. for a Christian heritage tour, they already knew how the stories went. They came 
to hear them and to see material evidence of them in D.C.’s landscape. Tour guides told 
stories about George Washington’s miraculous victory in the French and Indian War, 
about prayers at the Constitutional Convention, and about Abraham Lincoln’s deep 
Christian faith. They called on tourists to be brave like Queen Esther, proclaiming their 
faith in a hostile culture.73 They pointed out biblical inscriptions on buildings and 
monuments, claiming proof of the nation’s Christian origins.74 D.C. provided a stage for 
                                                          
70  For the Supreme Court decisions on school prayer and Bible reading, see Engel v. Vitale (1962) and 
Abington School District v. Schempp (1963). For an example of public recognition of non-Christian 
religions, see Barack Obama’s first inaugural address when he spoke of “a nation of Christians and 
Muslims, Jews and Hindus, and nonbelievers” (January 20, 2009). 
71 Pew Research Center, “Religious Landscape Survey.” 
72 Arlie Russell Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the American Right 
(New York: The Free Press, 2016).  
73 Here they are referencing Esther 7:1-7, in which Queen Esther risks her life by revealing she is Jewish in 
order to persuade her husband, King Ahasuerus, to stop Haman from murdering Jews.  
74 Though it is worth noting that many of the inscriptions are on buildings constructed in the early twentieth 
century, not in the early republic.  
32 
enacting these familiar stories, complete with every imaginable prop. Observation of the 
tours showed that white evangelicals from across the country share an understanding of 
how American history has played out, directed by the Christian God and featuring 
Christian leaders in starring roles. They also share a sense of exile and victimization; 
regardless of where they live, they feel that they have been personally disrespected by the 
mainstream culture, as have Christians in general. The insider and outsider narratives 
shape how they understand themselves vis-à-vis the nation, both at home and in D.C.  
The narratives are not discrete: they overlap, intersect, and blur, both in D.C. and 
beyond. This messiness is generative, allowing white evangelicals to move fluidly 
between the narratives and the roles they produce. It also allows them to employ various 
combinations of narratives strategically for their own political and theological purposes. 
This dissertation traces the historical development of both narratives and examines how 
they manifest on the ground during Christian heritage tours of D.C. Each subsequent 
chapter focuses on one of the roles that white evangelicals create for themselves by 
combining these narratives in different ways, but those roles are themselves partial, 
multiple, and shifting. In short, what follows is an attempt to impose order on complex 
lived experience. There are few clean lines that can be drawn without risking distortion; 
there are few distinct beginnings, middles, and ends to be found in these stories. In the 
chapters that follow, I attempt to capture the dynamic nature of these stories and the 
people who tell them. To do so, I employ narrative in a second sense, as a theoretical lens 
for understanding identity.  
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Narrating the Self 
Scholars who study identity have long recognized the challenge of capturing its 
dynamic nature. Joan Scott argues in her classic essay “The Evidence of Experience” that 
experience produces subjectivity; we must attend to the processes by which it is 
produced, rather than reifying it into something fixed.75 Brubaker and Cooper make a 
similar point, then go further to suggest that we discard “identity” altogether in order to 
avoid reifying it. They prefer more precise terms that break down the different functions 
that “identity” is currently made to perform.76 In a similar vein, Zygmunt Bauman 
contends that identity in a postmodern age is less about constructing a stable, coherent 
self than it is about avoiding stagnation; the postmodern subject recycles selves, rather 
than creating one stable self.77 And, of course, Judith Butler and others have drawn 
attention to the performative nature of identity.78  
In short, subjects continually produce their identities. The study of identity thus 
requires a theoretical model that will not render it static. One such model is offered by 
Margaret Somers, who conceptualizes identity as narrative: “All of us come to be who we 
are (however ephemeral, multiple, and changing) by being located or locating ourselves 
(usually unconsciously) in social narratives rarely of our own making.”79 Nancy 
                                                          
75 Joan Scott, “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17, no. 4 (2004): 773-797. 
76 They suggest “identification” and “categorization”; “self-understanding” and “social location”; and 
“commonality,” “connectedness,” and “groupness.” See Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper, “Beyond 
'Identity,’” Theory and Society 29, no. 1 (2000): 14-20. 
77 Zygmunt Bauman, “From Pilgrim to Tourist—or a Short History of Identity,” in Questions of Cultural 
Identity, ed. Stuart Hall and Paul DuGay (Thousands Oaks, CA: Sage, 1996), 18, 23-24. 
78 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990).  
79 Margaret R. Somers, “The Narrative Constitution of Identity: A Relational and Network Approach,” 
Theory and Society 23 (1994): 606. 
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Ammerman later adapted this approach to understand religious identities in narrative 
terms.80 From this perspective, identity is a story that is constantly being retold by 
subjects, who draw on previous life experiences, social expectations, cultural 
metanarratives, and material culture in understanding at any given moment who they are. 
These narratives provide a plot into which the subject can situate new information or 
experiences. Yet any identity narrative is not fixed: it will shift as another event occurs, 
as the subject meets a new audience, or simply as time passes. Understanding identity in 
narrative terms captures the dynamic processes by which identities are produced. 
Subjects draw on several types of narratives in producing identity. The first type 
is the public narrative, which is collectively composed and recognizable to other 
individuals in the same social milieu. According to Ammerman, public narratives “are 
attached to groups and categories, cultures and institutions. Whether it is the court system 
or shopping malls, ethnic group or gender, these social institutions and categories provide 
recognized ‘accounts’ one can give of one’s behavior, accounts that identify where one 
belongs, what one is doing, and why.”81 They provide a plot that makes an individual’s 
actions intelligible not only to that individual but also to her community. At any given 
moment the individual may choose from a range of public narratives, selecting the one 
that best fits the situation. She has agency in making this choice, though she is also 
constrained by which narratives are available and intelligible to her audience.82 Even so, 
old narratives can be deployed in new and creative ways, shifting their meaning in the 
                                                          
80 Nancy T. Ammerman, “Religious Identities and Religious Institutions,” in Handbook of the Sociology of 
Religion, ed. Michele Dillon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 207-224. 
81 Ammerman, 214. See also Somers, 619. 
82 Ammerman, 212-214.  
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process. By paying attention to which public narratives are involved, we can begin to 
grasp the dynamic process of identity production. 
Among white American evangelicals, the insider and outsider narratives are both 
public narratives, in that they are the result of collective effort over time by families, 
churches, parachurch organizations, and the state. Each one provides a ready-made plot 
that can be used to link events to each other in order to explain what is happening and 
why. They are not specific to a particular series of events; rather, they are interpretive 
grids that can be superimposed on a wide range of events to make them meaningful. For 
instance, Starbucks Coffee famously produced a blank red holiday cup in 2015, rather 
than printing the cups with snowflakes, trees, or other festive patterns as they had in years 
past. On its own, this event has no immediate significance. However, when it is plotted 
into one of the great dramas of the outsider narrative, the War on Christmas, it becomes 
one more instance of Christianity being erased from the public square.83 The outsider 
narrative provides an interpretive framework that links something as simple as a 
Starbucks cup to the persecution of the Puritans in England and the elimination of state-
sponsored prayer in American public schools. In doing so, it also suggests how 
evangelicals should respond—by protesting. 
Public narratives have the power to imbue events with meaning and, by 
implication, to direct subsequent action. They are not, however, limited to verbal or 
                                                          
83 Progressives have their own public narratives, of course; in this instance, the cup was read as part of the 
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written stories; they also derive from material culture. Objects, architecture, clothing, and 
landscapes tell their own stories, adding to the range of available public narratives from 
which individuals can choose in producing their identities. Christian heritage tours of 
D.C. provided ample opportunity to witness the narrative power of material culture. As 
multiple tourists noted, the city’s very “stones cry out” in praise of the Christian God, in 
that many buildings are inscribed with biblical quotations or other invocations of 
Christianity.84 Such inscriptions can be read as a story about the central place of 
Christianity in American history and as a rejection of Christianity’s purported exile from 
the public square. At the same time, objects can be read in multiple ways; some of the 
stories they suggest can be disruptive to the dominant narratives at play in a given 
moment. Becoming a member of a group requires learning to read objects for their 
desired public narratives and to discard counternarratives. Doing so allows an individual 
to draw on the “correct” public narratives in producing his identity, i.e. the public 
narratives that are intelligible to the group. My observations of Christian heritage tours in 
D.C. allowed me to see how Christian tourists engage with material culture and how they 
navigate the challenge of contradictory public narratives, particularly those derived from 
objects.  
In addition to public narratives, subjects can also draw on metanarratives in 
producing identity. Like public narratives, metanarratives are collective, but they tend to 
be far broader in their scope, encompassing whole societies rather than individual 
subjects. They are “the masternarratives in which we are embedded as contemporary 
                                                          
84 Here they are alluding to Luke 19:40. 
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actors in history and as social scientists,” writes Somers. Metanarratives are “the epic 
dramas of our time: Capitalism vs. Communism, the Individual vs. Society.” These 
stories are often so taken for granted that they go unseen; they shape action without 
appearing to do so. Individuals may still resist them, but they are difficult to discard 
completely. Metanarratives intersect with other types of narratives, forming a tangle of 
connected options from which an individual may choose in producing her identity. 
Three metanarratives are salient to the experience of Christian tourists in D.C. and 
more broadly today. The first is the narrative of Christian salvation history: Eden, the 
Fall, the Incarnation, the Crucifixion, the Resurrection, and Christ’s eventual return. 
American history has long been understood by white evangelicals as one part of this 
redemptive story, and this metanarrative underlies every other story they tell. Equally 
significant is a second metanarrative, that of American exceptionalism: the United States 
is a “shining city on a hill,” singled out by God to be a light to the nations.85 In this story, 
the nation is in covenant with God, promising righteousness in exchange for liberty and 
divine protection. This metanarrative is the dominant interpretive framework for 
American history among American evangelicals today. The third metanarrative relevant 
here is secularization. Social scientists may have largely discarded the myth of 
                                                          
85 “Shining” was Ronald Reagan’s addition. Notably, the first use of the unmodified “city on a hill” 
metaphor, by John Winthrop on the Arbella, makes clear that the Puritan covenant with God is conditional: 
“For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if 
we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His 
present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world.” Winthrop indicates that 
there are consequences for failing to fulfill the covenant, not that God will bless whatever America chooses 
to do, which is how it has come to be used today. See Stephen Prothero, The American Bible: How Our 
Words Unite, Divide, and Define a Nation (New York: HarperOne, 2012), 34-38.   
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secularization, but it lives on in the evangelical imagination.86 This is a story of religion 
being eradicated by hostile secularists, and it casts evangelicals as the righteous remnant 
fighting to maintain Christianity’s God-given place at the center of the public square. 
These three metanarratives work together to form the foundations for the other stories 
evangelicals tell about themselves, their communities, and their nation. 
Somers and Ammerman both identify two other types of narratives that contribute 
to identity, autobiographical and conceptual narratives.87 An autobiographical narrative is 
the internal, private narrative a person tells herself about who she is. The subject emplots 
the events of her life into a coherent story, albeit one that may shift at any moment to 
accommodate new information or to produce an identity more congenial to a particular 
situation. This kind of narrative is largely inaccessible to researchers, though qualitative 
interviews often aim to bring it to the surface. Nonetheless, it informs how subjects 
engage with other kinds of narratives in their outward production of the self.88 
Conceptual narratives, on the other hand, are the narratives that social scientists and other 
scholars use to make sense of the phenomena we observe. We plot social forces into 
coherent stories, much as individuals plot the events of their lives. The jeremiad, for 
instance, is a conceptual narrative that categorizes particular types of stories that mimic 
the jeremiads in the biblical tradition. Conceptual narratives may or may not be 
intelligible to the subjects being studied, even when they are helpful to scholars. In this 
                                                          
86 Jose Casanova, Public Religion in the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); 
Peter Berger, “The Desecularization of the World: A Global Overview,” in The Desecularization of the 
World: Resurgent Religion and World Politics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 1-18. 
87 Somers calls autobiographical narratives “ontological narratives.” I prefer Ammerman’s terminology in 
the context of religious identity.  
88 Somers, 618; Ammerman, 213-214. 
39 
dissertation, conceptual narratives inform my analysis, just as autobiographical narratives 
inform how my subjects experience D.C. and express their identities. My focus, however, 
is on the public narratives and metanarratives at play during Christian heritage tours of 
D.C. and among white evangelicals more broadly.   
The narrative approach to identity is essential to capturing its dynamic nature. By 
looking at the collective storytelling of Christian tourists in D.C., I gain a window into 
the complex process of their identity production. I argue that the dynamic nature of 
identity is what allows evangelicals to move easily between four roles—founders, exiles, 
victims, and saviors—and this flexibility is in turn a source of political power. American 
evangelicals can be victors in one moment and victims in the next. All they require to 
recreate themselves is a good story. 
 
Lived History 
At the center of white evangelical storytelling is American history. This is not, 
however, the official history of scholars, the kind that is documented, footnoted, and 
peer-reviewed. Rather, this is lived history: the messy, partial, and often contradictory 
grassroots narratives that people tell about the past in their everyday lives. I approach 
lived history in much the same way as historians of American religion have approached 
lived religion. Scholars such as Robert Orsi, Marie Griffith, Susan Harding, and others 
have combined historical and ethnographic methods in studies of the religious practices 
of ordinary Americans. I employ a similar combination of methods, using intellectual 
history to complement ethnographic research. I also add a third method, the study of 
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material culture, following the work of David Morgan and others.89 This combination of 
methods captures the dynamic ways in which people understand themselves in relation to 
the world around them. Stories about the past—written, verbal, and material—are 
essential to identity production, as individuals plot themselves into larger narrative arcs 
about their families or communities. By looking at lived history of white American 
evangelicals, I show how they create and recreate historical narratives to produce the 
dynamic identities that maximize their political power.  
My first method in this study is ethnography, including participant-observation 
and qualitative interviews. I also analyzed Christian tour companies’ websites and 
advertising. This ethnographic research captured the historical practices that shape white 
evangelicals’ identity vis-à-vis the nation. During conversations on the bus, in security 
lines, and around the dinner table, I heard Christian tourists and their guides telling each 
other stories that were fragmented versions of the insider and outsider narratives. I saw 
them take on their roles as founders, exiles, victims, and saviors, and I saw them shed one 
role for another. Christian heritage tours provide a window into how white American 
evangelicals talk about American history and how that history helps them understand 
who they are.  Tourists reiterated these narratives in follow-up interviews, reaching for 
them to explain why they came on the tour, what they liked or disliked about the 
experience, and what they planned to do with their new knowledge of the nation’s 
                                                          
89 While material culture is a longstanding method in other disciplines, Morgan was one of the first to 
employ this method in the study of religion. See Morgan, Visual Piety: A History and Theory of Popular 
Religious Images (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); David Morgan, ed., Religion and 
Material Culture: The Matter of Belief (New York: Routledge, 2009). Ammerman also notes that more 
attention is needed to the body and materiality in the study of identity narratives (p. 214).  
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Christian heritage. Tour companies similarly deployed these narratives to encourage their 
potential consumers to make a significant purchase. Their marketing resonated with white 
evangelicals because these narratives are already so deeply embedded in how they think 
about the nation.  
The insider and outsider narratives were familiar to Christian tourists because 
they have dominated elite white evangelicals’ political discourse and writing of history 
since the 1970s. Using my second method, intellectual history, I account for these 
influences by tracing the development of the insider and outsider narratives of American 
history within white evangelical discourse over the last forty. With the rise of the 
Religious Right came a new “Christian” perspective on American history from 
conservative Christian leaders like Jerry Falwell, Francis Schaeffer, and later David 
Barton. These authors and others told a story not of Lincoln’s almost chosen nation, but 
of an actually chosen nation, a New Israel. Their take on American history still dominates 
the historical consciousness of today’s evangelicals, and it provides the main plotlines of 
the insider narrative told during Christian heritage tours. The outsider narrative has 
similarly taken its current form since the late 1970s, though it has its roots in early 
twentieth-century fundamentalist rhetoric. Leaders of the Religious Right cast themselves 
as exiles returning to their rightful place in the halls of power, but even after their return 
they continued to play the role of unwanted outsiders, eventually embracing a language 
of victimization to describe their treatment at the hands of the mainstream. I trace this 
outsider rhetoric as it evolved alongside the new Christian history of the United States, 
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looking at how both have come to shape white evangelicals’ understanding of their place 
in the nation. 
Finally, Christian tourists tell stories about the American past in response to their 
surroundings. The Christian objects, inscriptions, and architecture of D.C. are more than 
a scenic backdrop: they are a critical part of tourists’ experience of D.C. Morgan argues 
that material objects and spaces are not “indifferent containers” for religion.90 Rather, 
they are integral components of religious experience and should be addressed in any 
study of lived religion. The same is true of lived history. D.C.’s material objects and 
spaces contribute their own public narratives from which tourists draw in producing 
identity. In some cases, those material objects inspire or corroborate tourists’ stories. In 
other cases, objects disrupt or contradict tourists’ stories. Most studies of religious 
material culture have focused on the stabilizing function of objects with regard to 
religious identity.91 D.C.’s Christian objects do stabilize the insider narrative, 
corroborating the claim that white evangelical Protestants are the quintessential American 
insiders whose legacy is enshrined in the nation’s capital. At the same time, however, 
those same Christian objects challenge the outsider narrative. D.C.’s Christian material 
culture is thus a site where the two narratives collide, requiring Christian tourists to 
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maneuver between them. How they do so reveals how white evangelicals respond when 
these narratives clash in other contexts. 
 
Saving History 
This dissertation argues that evangelicals have created four roles for themselves 
vis-à-vis the nation: they are founders, exiles, victims, and saviors. They produce these 
roles by drawing on the public narratives and metanarratives I have discussed in different 
combinations. The insider narrative casts them as the nation’s founders, aided by the 
metanarratives of Christian salvation history and American exceptionalism. Underlying 
this role, however, is the outsider narrative’s claim that they have lost their dominant 
position. The outsider narrative casts them as exiles and victims, aided by the 
metanarrative of secularization. Here, the outsider narrative’s force depends on the 
insider narrative to represent the nostalgic past that has been lost.  Finally, all of these 
narratives work together to cast evangelicals as the nation’s saviors. The nation may be 
on the brink of disaster caused by secularization and moral decline, but all hope is not 
lost.  Here, 2 Chronicles 7:14 provides the script: “If my people, who are called by my 
name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked 
ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and will heal their land.” 
As evangelicals see it, if they can persuade Americans to repent, the nation may yet be 
saved.  
According to this script, the key to salvation is history. The past provides a 
blueprint for how things ought to be: Christians running a Christian nation. When white 
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evangelicals tell stories about the faith of the Founding Fathers or prayer and Bible-
reading in nineteenth century schools, they are not just waxing nostalgic for their glory 
days. Rather, they are offering a solution to the problems the nation faces today. The 
Christian heritage industry thrives on this perception, holding out hope that a return is 
possible if only more American knew about the nation’s true history. Whether through 
books, films, or tours of D.C., representations of “Christian America” promise 
evangelicals that the nation can repent and be saved.  
However, white evangelicals also believe that Christianity is in danger in the 
United States, in large part because of Americans’ collective ignorance of the nation’s 
past. In their view, liberals and secularists in the academy and the media have done their 
best to erase Christianity from the normative accounts of American history. As stewards 
of the nation, evangelicals are charged with restoring Christianity to its rightful place in 
the history books. They are also responsible for protecting the evidence of the nation’s 
Christian past; they must preserve it from secularists’ efforts to destroy or distort it. 
Christian heritage tours of D.C. are one way they learn about this responsibility to protect 
“true” Christian history of the United States. They must first save history in order to save 
the nation.  
By analyzing how American evangelicals use American history, this dissertation 
challenges one-dimensional representations of evangelicals as either outsiders or insiders. 
American evangelicalism is not simply a marginalized subculture; neither is it a 
theocracy-in-waiting.  American evangelicals move fluidly between roles, using a wide 
range of narratives to create their identities as founders, exiles, victims, and saviors. They 
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are political shapeshifters, playing whichever part gives them the most power in a given 
situation, and they work hard to maintain all four roles. While they may talk about 
leaving their outsider roles behind for good, in practice they embrace and defend those 
roles just as much as they do their insider roles.  
Two distinct moves allow evangelicals to trade one role for another. To move 
from an outsider position to an insider position, they appeal to history. They turn to the 
past to legitimize whatever power they want to appropriate. To move from an insider 
position to an outsider position, however, they invoke a threat to history. They describe a 
challenge to the legacy of Christianity in the United States, often accompanied by unfair 
treatment of American Christians. These two moves are clearly visible during Christian 
heritage tours of D.C., but they also occur in the broader evangelical subculture. This 
dissertation shows that white American evangelicals’ relationship to the nation is an 
important component of their identity, and that this relationship is mediated by their 




Just south of Constitution Avenue in the northwest corner of the National Mall 
sits a memorial that is often overlooked. Signers Island occupies the middle of 
Constitution Pond, its only link to the mainland a simple wooden bridge. The mainland 
end of the bridge is inscribed with a dedication from the 1976 American Revolution 
Bicentennial Administration, while the island end features the final lines of the 
Declaration of Independence: “And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm 
reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our 
Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.” On Signers Island itself, a semicircle of fifty-
six stone pillars opens onto a view of the Washington Monument across the pond. Each 
pillar bears the signature of one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, 
accompanied by his printed name, occupation, and county. Some of the names are easily 
recognized: John Hancock, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin. Others are less 
familiar: Edward Rutledge, Button Gwinnett, Charles Carroll of Carrollton. Visitors 
browse the pillars casually, photographing the names they know. Their eyes (and 
cameras) drift away from this memorial to the Washington Monument. There is little 
shade and nowhere to sit, so tourists do not tend to linger. 
Despite its inhospitable landscape, Signers Island plays an important role in 
Christian heritage tours of D.C. Tourists only visit it if time permits – it ranks in 
importance well below Capitol Hill, the war memorials, and Arlington National 
Cemetery. But even if a group does not have time to stop, the guide still points it out from 
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the bus, and tourists dutifully take photos as the bus crawls past in the heavy traffic on 
Constitution Avenue. The island itself is significant in these tours only insofar as it 
provides an opening to talk about the signers of the Declaration of Independence and 
their “strong Christian faith.” Tour guides do so at length, running through the Christian 
credentials of the signers to support their broader argument about the nation’s Christian 
foundations. 
On one visit, a group of about twenty-five tourists milled about in the semicircle 
of pillars while their guide told them stories about the signers. He started with Samuel 
Adams of Massachusetts, who reportedly asked for a prayer to open the Constitutional 
Convention. In the guide’s telling, the delegates initially could not agree on a prayer, 
largely due to objections from the Quaker contingent. They settled on a reading of Psalm 
35: “Plead my cause, O Lord, with them that strive with me: fight against them that fight 
against me.” As tourists murmured appreciatively, the guide moved on to Benjamin 
Rush, the founder of the Sunday School movement and another signer of the Declaration 
who was “a strong believer.” The guide also drew his tourists’ attention to John 
Witherspoon, who was the president of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton 
University), a Presbyterian minister, and the teacher of many future leaders of the new 
nation. The guide continued through the list, identifying the many signers who were 
ordained and in some cases reading key lines from their writings about their faith. As he 
spoke, tourists who had wandered to the water’s edge came back to take a second look at 
the pillars, examining the professions of the signers more carefully. The guide wrapped 
up his talk by exhorting his audience to remember that these men were strong Christians 
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willing to sacrifice everything—“their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor”—for 
the cause of liberty.  
This visit to Signers Island offers a snapshot of the kind of lived history featured 
on Christian heritage tours. It is a history dominated by stories of great white Christian 
men and their God, who together founded a Christian nation. As they visit D.C.’s major 
sites, Christian tourists hear variations on this theme. Tour guides’ stories often focus on 
Christian individuals, usually elite men and sometimes ordinary men, women, or 
children. These individuals are depicted as “strong Christians,” implying that they are 
absolutely sincere in their expressions of Christianity and that their every action is 
motivated by their faith. The Christian God is an active character in these stories, offering 
divine protection, blessings, and judgment. These stories also highlight the sacred texts of 
the nation, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, and argue for their 
biblical foundations. The moral of these stories is the central claim of Christian heritage 
tours: the United States was founded by Christians who intended Christianity to occupy a 
privileged place in the nation, and American Christians today are responsible for ensuring 
that the nation fulfills the intentions of its Christian founders.  
Christian heritage tours’ version of American history draw on the revisionist 
history of the Christian Right, which has attempted to rewrite the past to legitimize its 
agenda in the present. Since the late 1970s, leaders like Francis Schaeffer, Jerry Falwell, 
and David Barton have argued that American history is full of precedents to justify a 
close relationship between Christianity and government, rather than a strict separation of 
church and state. In their sermons, books, and public appearances, they tell stories similar 
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to those told on Christian heritage tours. Over time, those stories have permeated the 
popular discourse of white evangelicals, appearing in films, novels, art, and even Bibles. 
For instance, The Founders’ Bible is a special edition of the New American Standard 
Bible, full of glossy inserts about the role of Christians, God, and the Bible in American 
history.1  This Christian heritage version of history has also made its way into public 
schools via textbooks and state standards influenced by conservative Christian activists. 
These iterations of Christian heritage history, like the tours, call on Christians to take 
back their country to run it as the founders intended.  
Academic historians greet Christian heritage history with skepticism (and often 
derision), largely because it rests on two claims that are antithetical to the academy. First, 
Christian heritage history uncritically accepts that the founders and other American 
heroes are utterly sincere in any word or action that references Christianity.2 Actions that 
academic historians might understand as expressions of civil religion, political 
expediency, or social control, such as Jefferson attending church in the Capitol building, 
are understood by Christian heritage proponents to be sincere acts of devotion. This 
approach flattens the complexity of human behavior and ignores historical context. 
Second, Christian heritage history views the Christian God as a historical actor. Past 
events can be explained in terms of divine intervention. Academic historians reject this 
approach as part of their broader rejection of supernaturalism. Academic explanations of 
                                                          
1 Notably, The Founders’ Bible is edited by David Barton, the most prominent proponent of Christian 
heritage history today. See Barton, ed., The Founders Bible (Greeneville, TN: Shiloh Road Publishing, 
2013). 
2 I noted that this assumption of sincerity only extended to founders and leaders prior to the twentieth 
century. President Barack Obama, for instance, was assumed to be insincere in his public expressions of 
Christianity. 
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the American Revolution or the Great Depression can begin with politics or economics, 
but not divine providence. As a result of these two fundamental points of disagreement, 
Christian heritage proponents often clash with academic historians in a battle for the 
“real” history of the United States.  
Christian heritage tours intervene in this debate by promising material evidence 
for their side of the story. D.C.’s many Christian statues, objects, and inscriptions can be 
read as proof that, at some point in the past, Christians did occupy the privileged place 
that Christian heritage proponents say they did. These material objects, like the words 
and actions of the founders, are understood to be sincere expressions of faith. Their 
materiality makes them appear to be incontrovertible proof of the Christian heritage 
story. Here, too, an academic perspective would be more critical in considering the intent 
of an object’s creators and its shift in meaning over time. But Christian heritage tours 
present D.C. as their trump card in the debate over the historical relationship between 
Christianity and the nation.  
This chapter examines how Christian heritage tours combine stories and sites to 
cast the founders as Christians and white evangelicals as heirs to the founders. In doing 
so, they claim an insider role for their participants. I then look at how white evangelicals 
more broadly makes a similar move in books, films, art, textbooks, and so on. Finally, I 







D.C. is full of memorials to great white men. Christian heritage tours take full 
advantage of these memorials as backdrops for the stories they want to tell, and they 
point out the features of the memorials that corroborate those stories. Three men 
dominate the tours’ stories just as their memorials dominate the landscape: George 
Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln. At the Washington Monument 
and Mount Vernon, the Jefferson Memorial, and the Lincoln Memorial, as well as at 
other stops and on the bus, tour guides tell stories about the “strong Christian faith” of 
these men. They are concerned with defending each great American from accusations of 
deism or “lukewarm” Christianity and with showing that each man participated in public 
displays of religion that would be criticized today for blurring the line between church 
and state. In these stories, Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln are exemplars of the kind 
of Christian leadership that the Christian Right seeks to promote today. 
When Christian heritage guides talk about George Washington, they turn him into 
something of a saint. In addition to being a “strong Christian,” he is also said to have 
been specially chosen by God to lead the nation. At the Washington Monument, guides 
have two starting points for these stories. One is the inscription at the apex of the 
monument: Laus Deo, or “Praise be to God.” Guides emphasize that this inscription is in 
recognition of Washington’s “strong Christian faith,” as are the Christian inscriptions on 
the interior of the monument.3 As they make these claims, guides acknowledged that 
                                                          
3 Many of the blocks of the monument are inscribed on the interior faces with the names of the 
organizations that donated them, along with commemorative messages. The American states, foreign 
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tourists may have heard conflicting stories: as one guide put it, Washington was “a 
Christian man, despite what secular historians say today.” Another guide complained 
about the “denigration” of Washington, meaning historians’ arguments that he was a deist 
or nominal Christian at best, based on his irregular church attendance and abstract 
language for the divine. Christian heritage guides assure their tourists that these stories 
are secularist lies. As proof, they quote Washington’s Farewell Address and his 
Thanksgiving Proclamation. In the former, he calls “religion and morality…indispensable 
supports” to “political prosperity.” In the latter, he declares that it is “the duty of all 
Nations to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to obey his will, to be grateful 
for his benefits, and humbly to implore his protection and favor.” He then declares a day 
of prayer and thanksgiving for the entire nation.4 To most academic historians, these are 
instances of “civil religion,” intended more to sacralize the political process rather than to 
express personal piety.5 In the lived history of Christian heritage tours, these quotations 
are proof that Washington was a devout Christian and that he saw Christianity and 
government as naturally intertwined.  
Christian heritage guides also find evidence of Washington’s Christianity in 
accounts of his life in which he seems to be divinely protected. At Mount Vernon, every 
guide told the story of the Battle of Monongahela, which is featured in a film at the 
                                                          
countries, and a variety of organizations. Blocks donated by some states as well as Sunday School societies 
are inscribed with biblical verses and phrases like “In God We Trust.” 
4 Many conservative Christian writers and leaders use these quotations as proof texts. These quotations and 
many others like them have been identified and disseminated by David Barton’s Wallbuilders organization, 
which archives them on its website and features them in publications and documentaries.  
5 Robert Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” Daedelus 96, no. 1 (1967): 1-21. 
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Visitors’ Center.6 According to Mount Vernon’s interpretation, a young George 
Washington was serving as an aide-de-camp to the British general Edward Braddock 
during the French and Indian War in 1755. When Braddock was injured in the battle, 
Washington took command, coordinating the retreat of the few remaining British troops 
and earning a reputation as a war hero. However, Christian heritage guides tell this story 
very differently. To them, it was a miracle that Washington survived the battle. 
According to one guide, “four bullets passed through his coat, and two horses were shot 
out from under him, but God preserved him…God had a plan for him not to be killed in 
battle.” Another guide claimed that, like Queen Esther in the Hebrew Bible, Washington 
was chosen by God “for such a time as this” (meaning the American Revolution).7 Yet 
another guide added that God’s protection of Washington went back even to his youth, 
when the smallpox he contracted in Barbados rendered him infertile but meant he was 
immune to the disease when it swept through the American army during the Revolution. 
From a Christian heritage perspective, these events show that Washington was divinely 
chosen and protected, which implies both that he was himself a Christian and that God 
had a hand in the creation of the new nation.  
Like Washington, Jefferson also receives outsize attention on Christian heritage 
tours, but for a different reason. Even more than Washington, Jefferson’s faith has been 
called into question: he was called an atheist in the election of 1800, and that accusation 
                                                          
6 Though only one group made a point of all watching the film together; other groups gave tourists the 
option, and one discouraged it. 
7 This is a reference to Esther 4.  
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has followed him into the twenty-first century.8 However, the Christian America 
narrative demands that the founders be devout Christians, especially the founder who 
penned the famous line about a wall of separation between church and state. Tour guides 
summarily dismiss the idea that Jefferson was an atheist. As evidence, they point to his 
famous line in the Declaration of Independence: “the Laws of Nature and Nature’s God.” 
No atheist would write such a phrase, they conclude, since it grounds the project of 
American independence in an appeal to the divine. For further proof, they claim that 
Jefferson regularly attended church at the U.S. Capitol building during his presidency.9 
One guide quipped, “I guess he didn’t understand we had separation of church and state.” 
From this point of view, if Jefferson was a devout Christian, his principle of separation of 
church and state cannot mean that religion should be absent from the public sphere or that 
the government may not show preference for Christianity. Jefferson’s individual faith 
thus becomes the key to challenging current interpretations of the First Amendment, 
which many conservative Christian feel have gone too far in excluding religion from 
public life.  
Some Christian heritage guides argue that even if Jefferson was a skeptic at one 
point, struggling with faith does not make anyone less of a Christian, especially if they 
overcome their doubts. One guide told his audience that, yes, Jefferson did “question the 
deity of Christ.” His tourists sighed, disappointed, but he went on to tell them that 
                                                          
8 Stephen Prothero, Why Liberals Win the Culture Wars (Even When They Lose Elections) (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2016), 23-53. 
9 The Library of Congress confirms that both Jefferson and Madison attended church services in the U.S. 
Capitol during their terms as president. See “Religion and the Founding of the American Republic,” The 
Library of Congress, accessed August 26, 2017, https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/religion/rel06-2.html.  
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Jefferson’s doubt was due to the popularity of Unitarianism at the time, and “Unitarians 
just wanted to get back to first-century Christianity.” The tourists were relieved to hear 
this: originalism, however misguided, they could forgive. Other guides took pains to 
defend the famous “Jefferson Bible,” which came up on most tours. In the last decade of 
his life, Jefferson extracted the teachings of Jesus from the New Testament, leaving out 
any references to miracles and the supernatural, and pasted them into a new volume he 
titled “The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth.”10 Secularists and atheists like to hold 
up this text as an example of Jefferson’s atheism, but Christian heritage guides see it as 
proof of Jefferson’s desire to find the core of Christianity. One guide called it “a red letter 
edition before there was such a thing.” Like Barton’s books, Christian heritage tours paint 
Jefferson as a proto-evangelical Christian who has been misunderstood by historians. 
This rendering allows them to maintain the narrative that the founders were uniformly 
sincere Christians whose faith galvanized their work to build the nation.  
Though he is not a Founding Father, Abraham Lincoln is also the subject of much 
discussion on Christian heritage tours. From an academic perspective, Lincoln’s faith is 
ambiguous at best. Despite his frequent and compelling use of the Bible in his speeches 
and writings, he never joined a church or clearly professed anything resembling orthodox 
Christian beliefs.11 But Christian heritage guides defend Lincoln’s faith against academic 
                                                          
10 This was Jefferson’s second attempt separate the teachings of Jesus from what he saw as superstition. 
The first was “The Philosophy of Jesus of Nazareth,” compiled while he was president. See discussion in 
Stephen Prothero, American Jesus: How the Son of God Became a National Icon (New York: Farrar, 
Straus, and Giroux, 2003): 23-25. 
11 Mark Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1992), 320-323. Noll points out elsewhere that Lincoln held two theological views that were, at least at the 
time, unconventional: that the United States was not uniquely chosen and that God’s plan can be difficult to 
see in human events. See America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (Oxford: Oxford 
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historians who would question it. When Christian tourists visit the Lincoln Memorial, 
they hear stories about Lincoln’s deep Christian faith, sometimes to the exclusion of 
anything else. One guide had his group of eighth graders sit on the steps for nearly half an 
hour while he told them about Lincoln’s spiritual journey as a Christian, not mentioning 
the Civil War or slavery once. According to this guide, Lincoln told a pastor in New York 
City that he wanted to make a public profession of faith but felt compelled to wait until 
he finished his term as president lest it be construed as a political move. Had he not been 
assassinated while in office, the guide said, he would have done so and put to rest any 
doubts about his faith. Other guides draw their tourists’ attention to Lincoln’s biblical 
allusions in his Second Inaugural Address, inscribed on the north wall of the memorial. 
They argue that Christianity shaped how Lincoln saw the war and how he led the country 
through it; they also point out how explicitly Lincoln invoked God’s judgment and aid in 
this very public moment. Like Washington and Jefferson, Lincoln is depicted not only as 
a devout Christian but also as a Christian who brought his faith with him into public 
office.  
In the context of a Christian heritage tour, stories about America’s founders 
accomplish more than retelling their biographies. They also make three important claims 
about Christianity and the nation. First, the nation was founded (and later led) by devout 
Christians. Second, those Christian leaders saw no need to separate religion from 
government; on the contrary, they saw a union of the two as essential to the well-being of 
                                                          
University Press, 2002), 430-432. These views are certainly at odds with how Christian heritage tours 
depict Lincoln and with how they understand the relationship of God and the United States. 
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the nation. Third, the Christian God blessed and protected the Christian leaders of the 
nation, especially Washington, because God himself had a stake in the survival of the 
United States.  
 
American Scriptures 
While stories about individuals are a significant component of Christian heritage 
tours’s lived history, stories about the sacred texts of the nation are just as important. 
Many of these documents are on display in D.C., and like the memorials to Washington, 
Jefferson, and Lincoln, they are seen as corroborating the tours’ claims about the proper 
place of Christianity in the United States. Both form and content matter: the grand 
displays of the founding documents and historic Bibles augment the tour guides’ close 
readings of the words themselves. Together, they are used to persuade tourists that 
Christianity was always intended to be entwined with American government. 
The most significant shrine to sacred texts in D.C. is the National Archives 
Museum, which houses the original copies of the Declaration of Independence, the 
United States Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. Most Christian heritage tours dedicate 
time to a close reading of these documents, aiming to prove to their audience that these 
documents are indisputably Christian. In the Declaration of Independence, they see 
Christianity implied by the mention of a “Creator” who is the source of “inalienable 
rights,” and its closing reference to the signers’ “firm reliance on divine providence.” At 
Signers’ Island, one guide called it “a sacred covenant,” arguing that it is both a 
declaration to the world and a promise to God. Guides must work harder to find 
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Christianity in the United States Constitution, but they point to two phrases as proof. The 
first is “In the Year of Our Lord,” which appears as part of the date in Article VII, just 
above the list of signers. Christian heritage guides take this line as indicating deep 
devotion rather than mere convention.12 The second is in Article I, Section VII, in which 
the president is given ten days to sign a law, “Sundays excepted.” From a Christian 
heritage perspective, this line demonstrates that the authors of the Constitution took for 
granted that Sundays ought to be a day of rest and worship, including for the president. 
One guide added, “People say that God’s not in the Constitution, but you wouldn’t have 
that in Iran!” Most guides also frame their discussion of the Constitution with a story 
about Benjamin Franklin asking for prayer on a contentious day at the Constitutional 
Convention; as the story goes, after they prayed together, the delegates were able to 
resolve their differences.13 These documents allow Christian heritage guides to remind 
their tourists of the Christian faith of the founders, of the Christianity embedded in the 
American system of government, and of the presence of the Christian God as the nation 
was founded.  
This message about the Christianity of the nation’s sacred texts is amplified by 
the space in which they are housed. The National Archives Museum displays many 
                                                          
12 Scholars dispute whether this line was in the original draft of the Constitution. Daniel Dreisbach argues 
that it is no more than a “scrivener’s flourish” added later. See “In Search of a Christian Commonwealth: 
An Examination of Selected Nineteenth-Century Commentaries on References to God and the Christian 
Religion in the United States Constitution,” Baylor Law Review 48 (1996): 947.  
13 The records of the Constitutional Convention show that while Franklin did propose prayer as a means of 
unifying the delegates in June 1787, other delegates, including Alexander Hamilton and Roger Sherman, 
felt it would be seen as a sign of weakness. The convention adjourned without voting on Franklin’s motion, 
and Franklin himself later wrote that “the Convention, except three or four persons, thought Prayers 
unnecessary.” See Fea, Was America Founded as a Christian Nation?, 151-152. 
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documents and exhibits, but its core is a shrine to the original copies of the founding 
documents. Officially known as the Rotunda for the Charters of Freedom, the high-
ceilinged, windowless room showcases a semicircle of display cases holding key 
documents from American history. At the apex is the Constitution, flanked by the 
Declaration of Independence on the left and the Bill of Rights on the right. The 
arrangement of the space gives the impression of an altar housing sacred relics.14 Guards 
ask visitors to speak quietly, as if in a cathedral, but hushed voices still echo off the 
marble walls. Between the area with the documents and the outer vestibule where the line 
forms is a gilded fence and gate that resembles the rood screen in a western medieval 
church. The giant bronze doors that open onto Constitution Avenue are the largest in 
D.C., adding to the outsized scale of the space.15 On the floor in the outer vestibule is a 
depiction of the Ten Commandments, inlaid in marble, which every Christian guide made 
sure to point out. I heard from many tourists that the atmosphere at the Archives felt 
nothing short of “sacred.” One tourist compared it to seeing an exhibit of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls on another trip: “It was so old and had so much meaning behind it. It’s just neat to 
see, you know, something so, um, well-preserved and something people have such 
respect for, I just loved that.” Guides used this emotional experience of the space to 
                                                          
14 Historian Pauline Maier criticizes these displays as “mummified paper curiosities lying in state” that 
contribute to the mythology around the Declaration of Independence in particular. Treating the Declaration 
as a sacred text, she argues, hinders the ongoing work of democracy. See American Scripture: Making the 
Declaration of Independence (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997).  
15 The doors are thirty-eight feet, seven inches high; eleven inches thick; and ten feet across. Since 2003, 
they have only opened on special occasions such as Independence Day. Notably, when the Museum of the 
Bible opens on the other side of the National Mall in November 2017, it will hold the new record for the 
tallest bronze doors in D.C. Its doors will be forty feet high and inscribed with the text of Genesis 1 from 
the Gutenberg Bible. 
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reinforce their overall message about the sacredness of the nation, merging their stories 
about the documents with tourists’ awed reactions to the Archives.  
A second set of founding documents plays a similar role in Christian heritage 
tours, though they are not displayed in D.C. Many of the original state constitutions 
feature more explicitly Christian language than the U.S. Constitution, and guides often 
read key passages aloud on the bus. One favorite source is the Delaware State 
Constitution of 1776. Article XXII requires all holders of public office to make the 
following oath or affirmation: “I, A B. do profess faith in God the Father, and in Jesus 
Christ His only Son, and in the Holy Ghost, one God, blessed for evermore; and I do 
acknowledge the holy scriptures of the Old and New Testament to be given by divine 
inspiration." As one guide finished reading, he said to his tourists, “I dare you to read that 
and still say we’re not a Christian nation.” The establishment of Christianity at the state 
level in the early republic is taken as proof that Christianity has always been expected to 
play a role in government and that leaders ought to be devout Christians.16 The purpose 
of highlighting early religious tests for office at the state level is not necessarily to 
suggest that such tests remain appropriate today; the purpose is to persuade tourists that 
the founders of the nation were themselves Christian and intended their successors to be 
Christian as well. 
In addition to the legal documents that created the United States, Christian 
heritage tours understand the Bible to be a foundational text for the nation. Tour guides’ 
                                                          
16 At the same time, Christian heritage tours praise American protections for religious freedom. The day 
after this conversation, the same guide drew tourists’ attention to a statue of Oscar Straus outside the 
Ronald Reagan Building. Straus was the first Jew to hold a Cabinet position, and the guide praised the 
“religious tolerance” that allowed Straus to serve in office.  
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stories almost always include biblical allusions or quotations, and they never miss an 
opportunity to remind tourists that the founders had studied the Bible extensively. Their 
most memorable stage for discussing the Bible is the Great Hall of the Library of 
Congress, which houses a Gutenberg Bible in an alcove near the Main Reading Room. 
This 1455 edition, printed on vellum, was purchased by an act of Congress in 1930. In a 
matching case on the opposite side of the alcove is the Giant Bible of Mainz, an 
illuminated handwritten Bible that dates from the same decade. Neither display is showy, 
and many visitors to the Library of Congress barely glance at them. For Christian 
heritage tours, however, the presence of these Bibles tells a powerful story about not only 
the place of Christianity in America but also the place of America in Christianity. 
As tourists entered the hall, staring up at the ornate ceiling, guides waved them 
over to a gathering spot near the stairs. From that slightly elevated point, they lectured on 
the acquisition of the Gutenberg Bible, which some guides called the most valuable book 
America owns: it is a Bible in print, one that could be made available to the masses who 
could not afford an elaborate hand-copied Bible. And that, as one guide put it, “changed 
everything by getting the word of God into people’s hands.” The overwhelmingly 
Protestant tourists nodded approvingly. Some guides left the story there, moving on to 
point out features of the building. A few went farther, connecting the Gutenberg Bible to 
the Protestant Reformation and then to the Puritans who settled New England. In the 
most elaborate version of this story, the guide took the Gutenberg Bible as his starting 
point, but then went back in history to talk about John Wycliffe, who translated the Bible 
into the vernacular but lacked the technology of the printing press to disseminate it. But, 
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he said, “God had a plan.” When the time was right, Gutenberg’s printing press 
facilitated not only the Protestant Reformation but the rise of democracy: with access to 
the Bible, ordinary people were able to judge the conduct of both church and state and 
resist leaders who did not live up to God’s law. This, the guide claimed, was what led to 
the founding of the United States, a nation in which the Bible was the ultimate standard 
by which the government is judged. He added, paraphrasing Andrew Jackson, “The Bible 
is the bedrock upon which this nation rests.” This instance of lived history situated the 
United States within the broader history of Christianity, using the presence of the 
Gutenberg Bible as both inspiration and evidence.  
Beyond the Bibles, guides can draw on other elements of the Library of Congress 
to reinforce their message about Christianity’s place in the nation. They have ample 
material from which to choose, given that the Jefferson Building’s ornate decoration 
showcases the knowledge of Western civilization. Guides point out the statues of Moses 
and Paul in the Main Reading Room, where they represent Religion as a field of 
knowledge, and they point out other Christians who represent other fields as well. These 
include Francis Bacon (Philosophy), Christopher Columbus (Commerce), and Isaac 
Newton (Science). Guides remind tourists that these men were successful in their pursuit 
of knowledge because of their Christian faith; one guide even added that Newton might 
be known for calculus, but he wrote far more about God than he did about physics or 
astronomy. Guides also point out inscriptions that support their claims about Christianity 
as the foundation of knowledge. One read aloud a quotation from Tennyson’s “In 
Memoriam” that is inscribed in the Main Reading Room: “One God, one law, one 
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element, and one far-off divine event, to which the whole creation moves.” His tourists 
responded with a chorus of resounding amens that drew stares from other visitors. The 
Library of Congress is a celebration of Western, predominantly Christian knowledge, and 
its art and architecture work together with the Gutenberg Bible to help tour guides 
persuade tourists that Christianity is an integral part of American history. 
 
Rewriting Christian America 
The lived history of Christian heritage tours echoes key themes in American 
history as it has been rewritten by the Christian Right. Beginning in the 1970s, white 
conservative Protestants, both fundamentalist and evangelical, paid new attention to the 
place of Christianity in American history. They found academic historical accounts 
inadequate to the point of hostility in their treatment of Christianity, and they responded 
by constructing a new narrative of American history that puts Christians and their God at 
the center of the story. This insider narrative provides a template for understanding any 
moment in American history up to the 1960s, and, in some instances, it can also be used 
to make sense of the present. The basic plot of the story is this: 
In the beginning, God had a plan for America to bring Christianity and 
liberty to the world. He worked through many devout white Christian men 
to bring this plan to fruition. The American Founding Fathers were among 
these men, and they founded the nation with every intention of it being 
ruled by similarly devout white Christian men forever. For a time, their 
wishes were followed. Godly men remained in power, citizens were 
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overwhelmingly devout Christians, and the nation prospered. But when 
Americans lost sight of these godly examples, the nation began to decline, 
and it is only by returning to the Christian principles of the past that 
America will be saved. 
This public narrative has some flexibility, particularly in the choice of heroes to feature 
and evidence to marshal. It does not, however, leave room for error. Its characters cannot 
be doubters, and its evidence cannot be ambiguous. This story must be uncompromising, 
for any compromise would leave it vulnerable to its many detractors. If this history is to 
be the blueprint for saving the nation, it must not waver in its claims about the 
Christianity of the founders, the founding documents, and their prescriptions for 
American public and political life.  
To be clear, the idea of Christian America was not invented by the Christian 
Right. After all, at certain key points in American history it was not an inaccurate 
descriptor. For instance, if ever there were a time that the United States could be called a 
Christian nation, it was the 19th century. In the wake of the American Revolution, 
religious revivals swept across the country, nearly doubling church membership between 
1776 and 1850.17 The majority of that growth took place in evangelical denominations, 
especially among Baptists and Methodists, who in 1776 made up only nineteen percent of 
all American church members but by 1850 accounted for fifty-five percent.18 More than 
                                                          
17 Sehat qualifies this figure by noting that with better networks as the nation expanded, more people were 
logistically able to be included in membership rolls. See Sehat, 51-52; Noll, America’s God, 179-186. 
18 Sehat, 51-52. See also Roger Finke and Rodney Starke, The Churching of America, 1776-2005: Winners 
and Losers in Our Religious Economy, 2d ed. (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 22-
24. 
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one scholar has attributed this rapid growth of evangelicalism to the disestablishment of 
religion at the federal level.19 But while religion may have been formally disestablished, a 
de facto Protestant establishment emerged nonetheless. An “evangelical hodge-podge” 
dominated not only religious life but also the major institutions of the new nation, 
including the government and the public schools.20 As missionary efforts overlapped with 
efforts to expand the frontier, the identity of the nation was tied up with the Christian 
religion. The result was a form of religious nationalism.21 And throughout the nineteenth 
century a broadly Protestant morality continued to inform laws, norms, and public 
discourse.22  This unofficial Protestant establishment did not go unchallenged, of course: 
Catholics battled Protestant hegemony in public schools during the mid-century Bible 
Wars, while Mormons pushed against Protestant social norms in the name of religious 
freedom in the contest over polygamy.23 In both cases, however, Protestants held their 
ground and maintained their dominance. They were at this point the quintessential 
American insiders.  
By the early twentieth century, however, this insider status had weakened 
considerably. In the decades following the Civil War, white American Protestants split 
into two camps: liberal or mainline Protestants, on the one hand, and evangelicals and 
fundamentalists, on the other. Liberal or mainline Protestants would remain powerful for 
a time, but conservative Protestants found themselves in a new position as outsiders after 
                                                          
19 Noll, America’s God, 174-175; Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1989).  
20 Noll, America’s God, 5. See also Fessenden, 34-83; Fraser, 8-105. 
21 Sam Haselby, The Origins of American Religious Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
22 Sehat, 69. 
23 Fessenden, 60-83; Prothero, Why Liberals Win the Culture Wars, 55-138. 
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their humiliation in the 1925 Scopes Trial.24 Attorney Clarence Darrow may have failed 
to defend the teaching of evolution in Tennessee public schools, but he and journalist H. 
L. Mencken persuaded a national audience that creationists were a bunch of backwards 
bumpkins.  Conservative Protestants were now bereft of the overwhelming political and 
cultural power they had once taken for granted.25 By many accounts, the period between 
1925 and 1975 was one in which conservative Protestants were exiled from the public 
square, an exile that ended abruptly with the rise of the Religious Right. These accounts, 
however, overlook the important work that conservative Protestants were doing to 
develop their own subcultural infrastructure during this period. When they did reenter 
politics in the late 1970s, the institutions and grassroots networks they built during this 
period would prove essential to their success. 26 Nor were conservative Protestants 
entirely absent from either politics or culture, but for the first time, they understood 
themselves to be outsiders. 
This period of relative exile left its mark on white conservative Protestants. When 
they began working to regain political power in the 1970s, they did so by drawing on 
their experiences both as insiders prior to the Civil War and as outsiders following the 
Scopes Trial. The synthesis of the two narratives proved politically powerful, giving 
white conservative Protestants two different positions from which to claim moral 
                                                          
24 Liberal and mainline Protestants faced a sharp decline in the mid-twentieth century that some scholars, 
including Hollinger and Hedstrom, attribute to an increasing concern for ecumenism and diversity among 
the leadership, a concern that was not shared by the laity.  
25 On the Scopes Trial’s lingering impact, see Edward J. Larson, Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial 
and America’s Continuing Debate Over Science and Religion, 2d ed. (New York: Basic Books, 2006); 
Marsden, 184-195. 
26 Carpenter; see also Daniel K. Williams, God’s Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2012).  
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authority. That synthesis is a jeremiad: the insider narrative recounts the idealized past, 
while the outsider narrative depicts the nation’s present state of decline and demands 
repentance. 
In synthesizing these narratives, however, white conservative Protestants began to 
rewrite the story of Christianity in the nation. What I am calling the insider narrative may 
not have been new in the 1970s, but it was during the 1970s and especially the 1980s that 
it settled and spread in its present form. Pieces of it were present in the colonial period, 
including in John Winthrop’s claim that the Puritans were building “a city on a hill.”27 
Recently, some scholars have traced the origins of the Christian nation myth to the early 
years of the republic, when missionaries to the frontier spread both the gospel and 
nationalism.28 Others have located its origin much later, in the early twentieth century’s 
conservative alliance of Christianity and capitalism.29 Both accounts identify important 
iterations of the Christian nation idea that have been woven into America’s national 
identity. The current version builds on these past forms, and in some ways it goes further 
by using history to make its case. It baptizes the whole of North American history, from 
the landing of Columbus to the present day, rewriting the story to place Christians at the 
center.  
The insider narrative retells American history so as to create a particular role for 
white evangelicals. By depicting the founders as Christian, it asks today’s Christians to 
                                                          
27 See Prothero’s discussion of Winthrop’s sermon on the Arbella in The American Bible, 34-38. 
28 Haselby. Steven K. Green argues that this effort to baptize the nation’s origins was intentional, designed 
to build national identity in the early republic. See Inventing Christian America: The Myth of the Religious 
Founding (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2015).  
29 Kruse, In God We Trust; Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt; Williams, God’s Own Party. 
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step into the founders’ role themselves. It provides a theological justification for 
Christians to participate in politics by highlighting the divine blessings received by the 
United States when Christians occupied positions of power in the past; it also makes a 
constitutional argument about the legality of Christian involvement in politics and 
government preference for Christianity by looking to the Founding Fathers’ example and 
early legal precedents. The insider narrative tells white evangelicals that the nation is 
theirs in every sense: it was founded by Christians to be a Christian system of 
government with the blessing and aid of the Christian God. This custodial or proprietary 
attitude derives from the insider narrative, and specifically from the form it has taken 
over the last four decades. The purpose of the insider narrative is not merely to rewrite 
American history. It is to inspire American evangelicals to take political action and thus 
rewrite the future. 
  
The Christian Heritage Market 
The new story of Christian America was disseminated through a variety of media 
beginning in the 1970s. Sermons were one important vehicle, but so were quasi-historical 
books written in what can be broadly characterized as the Christian heritage genre. This 
genre is defined by a shared set of core claims: America is a divinely chosen nation; the 
founders (and any other historical characters of significance) were devout Christians; the 
Declaration of Independence, Constitution, and Bill of Rights are all derived from 
biblical tradition; and Christianity was always intended by the founders (and God) to 
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occupy a central place in American politics and culture.30 Authors may choose to focus 
on law, or on a particular character’s biography, or on a single social issue, but these 
claims recur across the Christian heritage genre. The grand narrative of American history 
is therefore a classic story of a fall from grace followed by a call to repentance in hope of 
an eventual restoration. 
One of the first and most enduring examples of the Christian heritage genre is 
Peter Marshall and David Manuel’s 1977 bestseller The Light and the Glory, which has 
sold nearly one million copies and remains a favorite textbook for private Christian 
schools and Christian homeschoolers.31 Beginning with Columbus, Marshall and Manuel 
narrate American history from “what might have been God’s perspective,” covering the 
colonial period up through the American Revolution.32 The United States, they argue, 
was called to be in covenant with God and an example to the world: “In the virgin 
wilderness of America, God was making His most significant attempt since ancient Israel 
to create a new Israel of people living in obedience to the laws of God, through faith in 
Jesus Christ.”33 When Americans upheld their end of the covenant, God blessed the 
nation as he did ancient Israel, but when Americans strayed, they faced God’s judgment. 
Like the many Christian heritage authors who would come after them, Marshall and 
Manuel are writing a jeremiad: the purpose of their historical account is to demonstrate 
                                                          
30 Fea also gives a helpful list of five points about Christian heritage accounts of the founding; see Was 
America Founded as a Christian Nation?, 59. 
31 Peter Marshall and David Manuel, The Light and the Glory (Grand Rapids, MI: Revell, 1977). On the 
far-reaching influence of this text, see John Fea, “Thirty Years of Light and the Glory: The Perils of 
Providential History,” Touchstone: A Journal of Mere Christianity 21, no. 6 (2008).  
32 Marshall and Manuel, 22. 
33 Marshall and Manuel, 23. 
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how far contemporary America has declined from its early years and to call Americans 
back to the covenant with God. They continue this call in two subsequent books, From 
Sea to Shining Sea and Sounding Forth the Trumpet, which together cover American 
history from the early republic through the Civil War. In all three of their books, they 
“search for the hand of God in the different periods of our nation’s beginnings,” believing 
that the study of history will allow Americans to “rediscover [their] spiritual moorings” 
and regain God’s blessings. 34  
As the Christian Right gained momentum, so did the Christian heritage approach 
to history. In his 1980 bestseller Listen, America! Jerry Falwell begins by declaring that 
“any diligent student of American history finds that our great nation was founded by 
godly men upon godly principles to be a Christian nation.”35 American laws were 
founded on biblical laws, he writes, and the righteousness of early generations of 
Americans brought about God’s blessings on the new nation.36 He then goes on to 
demonstrate the piety of the Puritans and Jamestown colonists, the devotion of the 
Founding Fathers, and the prevalence of public displays of religion in the early republic. 
Like Marshall and Manuel, however, Falwell is more concerned about saving the future 
than the past; the chapter that narrates the nation’s Christian heritage is but a prelude to 
the rest of the book’s litany of sins and call to repentance. After twelve chapters dealing 
with communism, Israel, the family, feminism, abortion, homosexuality, television, 
pornography, education, popular music, and drugs and alcohol, Falwell provides two 
                                                          
34 Marshall and Manuel, 22. They also produced children’s versions of these books. 
35 Jerry Falwell, Listen, America! (New York: Bantam, 1980), 25. 
36 Falwell, 25. 
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didactic chapters on a “Biblical Plan of Action” and the “Imperative of Moral 
Involvement.” In the latter, the final chapter of the book, he explicitly directs his readers 
to register to vote, inform themselves about political issues, and mobilize for social 
action. At stake, he warns, is nothing less than the future of freedom itself. 
Over the next four decades, a Christian heritage cottage industry sprang up, 
publishing books from leaders of the Christian Right that purported to reveal the truth of 
Christianity in American history. Francis Schaeffer wrote A Christian Manifesto in 1981, 
which called for Americans to return to the nation’s Judeo-Christian foundations. He 
drew on the work of Rousas John Rushdoony, who went further than Schaeffer and most 
of the Christian Right by arguing not only for the Judeo-Christian foundations of the 
nation but also for the imposition of Mosaic law on contemporary society.37 Other (less 
radical) contributors to this genre included Tim LaHaye, who would go on to write with 
Jerry Jenkins the best-selling Left Behind novels; D. James Kennedy, founder of Coral 
Ridge Ministries and the Center for Reclaiming America for Christ; Gary DeMar, a 
popular radio host and president of American Vision38; and Stephen McDowell, a 
historian and president of the Providence Foundation. In each case, the author stated their 
intent to reveal the lost or hidden Christian heritage of the nation in order that readers 
might work to revitalize it.  
The most prominent of these writers is David Barton, a prolific author and 
conservative politicial activist who first made a name for himself by attacking the 
                                                          
37 Fea, Was America Founded as a Christian Nation?, 55-56. 
38 American Vision’s mission is to “Restore America to its Biblical Foundation—from Genesis to 
Revelation.” See “About,” The American Vision, accessed August 27, 2017, 
http://americanvision.org/about/.  
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principle of separation of church and state in The Myth of Separation: What is the 
Correct Relationship Between Church and State?39 Here, Barton makes a Christian 
heritage argument focused on law. He argues that the founders never intended to remove 
religion from government or public life, and he offers lists of quotations from the 
founders and nineteenth century court cases to support his claim. He also juxtaposes 
contemporary court decisions with nineteenth century verdicts on issues like profanity, 
atheism, Sunday laws, and religious freedom.40 Barton scrupulously follows the jeremiad 
script: he idealizes the nineteenth century’s white Protestant moral establishment, and he 
predicts severe consequences if the nation fails to repent. 41 He concludes with directives 
for taking action, starting with “read the Constitution.” If Americans can just understand 
the “real” meaning of the Constitution and the “real” history of the nation, they can avert 
the “potential downfall of the republic.”42  
Following The Myth of Separation, Barton expanded his scope beyond law to 
history, in books such as America’s Godly Heritage, The Question of Freemasonry and 
the Founding Fathers, Setting the Record Straight: American History in Black and White, 
and his controversial bestseller The Jefferson Lies.43 As his books gained a large popular 
audience, Barton turned Christian heritage history into a full-time job, touring churches 
across the country to share his findings.44 He also began leading Christian heritage tours 
                                                          
39 Emphasis in the original. Barton had previously written a self-published book on school prayer. 
40 Barton, The Myth of Separation, 163-166, 179-185. 
41 As evidence of the nation’s decline, he cites statistics on the decline in SAT scores and the rise in teenage 
pregnancies, sexually transmitted diseases, and violent crimes. See The Myth of Separation, 209-216. 
42 Barton, The Myth of Separation, 245-272. 
43 For an overview of the controversy over The Jefferson Lies, see below, pp. 87-91. 
44 Barton claims to speak to over 400 congregations a year. “David Barton’s Bio,” Wallbuilders, accessed 
August 27, 2017, https://wallbuilders.com/bios/.  
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of D.C. and wrote a popular guidebook, A Spiritual Heritage Tour of the United States 
Capitol. Barton has led trainings for other Christian heritage guides in D.C., and, 
according to several professional Christian heritage guides I interviewed, Barton 
regularly leads special tours of the U.S. Capitol for incoming members of Congress to 
introduce them to the Christian features of their new workplace.  
In 1987, Barton founded Wallbuilders, a conservative organization “dedicated to 
presenting America's forgotten history and heroes, with an emphasis on the moral, 
religious, and constitutional foundation on which America was built – a foundation 
which, in recent years, has been seriously attacked and undermined.”45 Wallbuilders 
publishes books, pamphlets, curricula, films, audio recordings, and other resources for 
Christian churches and schools.46 These resources include commentary on how to apply 
the lessons of history to contemporary culture wars issues, from school prayer to abortion 
to gun control. Wallbuilders has proved to be an extremely effective means of 
disseminating the Christian heritage message throughout evangelical America. Barton is 
not without his critics, both evangelical and secular, but no one has done more to shape 




                                                          
45 The organization was originally named Specialty Research Associates. Barton renamed it Wallbuilders in 
1988. For more on the organization’s history and activities, see “About Us,” Wallbuilders, accessed August 
27, 2017, http://www.wallbuilders.com/ABTOverview.asp. 
46 They also claim that their resources are used by public officials and even in public schools. See “About 
Us,” Wallbuilders, accessed August 27, 2017, http://www.wallbuilders.com/ABTOverview.asp.  
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Christian Heritage in White Evangelical America 
While monographs by Barton and other conservative Christian writers are at the 
core of the Christian heritage genre, countless other forms of media have enabled the 
Christian heritage narrative to permeate the lived history of white evangelicals.47 
Specialty Bibles are nothing new; evangelicals are consumers just like other Americans.48 
But today’s evangelical history buffs can purchase the Holy Bible: Patriot’s Edition, the 
Founders’ Bible, the 1599 Geneva Bible (marketed as “the Bible of the Pilgrims and the 
Reformers”), or the American Patriot’s Pocket Bible (complete with a camouflage-print 
cover). These special editions often include articles by leading Christian heritage 
historians, who sometimes also serve as editors or consultants. Each specialty Bible 
features articles on American history alongside the text of the Bible. The Founders’ 
Bible, for instance, includes an article on creationism alongside Genesis 1 that quotes the 
“creationist” positions of founders Thomas Paine, Daniel Webster, Benjamin Franklin 
and Thomas Jefferson. An article titled “God’s Deliverance: The Birth of a Nation” 
accompanies Exodus 1-14, drawing parallels between ancient Israel and early America 
and again quoting several founders. In between the Old and New Testaments is a timeline 
of American history, a list of American presidents, and maps of early America and the 
world. These specialty Bibles offer a way for evangelicals to literally write the United 
                                                          
47 It is beyond the scope of this chapter to explore them all in the detail they deserve. In addition to what I 
discuss here, other arenas worthy of further attention are Christian historical fiction, evangelical art, 
including visual and film, patriotic Christian clothing, and patriotic materials used in churches for Sunday 
School or Vacation Bible Schools.  
48 Christianity Today reported on the proliferation of specialty Bibles as early as 1992, listing some of the 
new options and raising concerns that Christians might cease to have “a common biblical language” if the 
trend continued. See Thomas S. Giles, “Pick a Bible—Any Bible,” Christianity Today 36, no. 12 (1992): 
26-27.  
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States into the Bible. There are also American-themed devotional books, such as 
Devotions for Patriots or In God We Still Trust: A 365 Day Devotional. Tea Party 
politician Sarah Palin released her own patriotic devotional, Sweet Freedom, in 2015. 
Through such publications, the Christian heritage narrative is inserted into the heart of the 
daily religious practices of white evangelicals, making America and the Bible virtually 
inseparable. 
The Christian heritage story also shows up in evangelical documentary films, 
which are screened by churches, Christian academies, and homeschool groups, though 
they rarely gain a wider audience.49 The closest thing to a blockbuster in this genre is 
actor Kirk Cameron’s Monumental: In Search of America’s National Treasure, released 
in 2012. Christian heritage tours frequently referred to this film, and one tour group 
watched it on the bus on the drive to D.C. The film follows Cameron as he searches for 
“the real treasure” of America, meaning “the people, places, and principles that made 
America the freest, most prosperous and generous nation the world has ever known.”50 
He finds the key in the National Monument to the Forefathers at Plymouth, 
Massachusetts: “This is the trail of freedom that leads us all the way back to the ancient 
Hebrews under Moses where he first delivered those laws of liberty—when he told them 
to elect leaders, men of character that you willingly submit yourself to, to self-govern 
                                                          
49 Barton’s Wallbuilders produces Christian heritage films for use in churches and Christian schools. Titles 
include America’s Godly Heritage and Exceptional: America’s Keys to Greatness. Another popular film 
series is Drive-Thru History with Dave Stotts, which features episodes on American history, the Gospels, 
ancient history, and the Holy Land. 
50 “Film Synopsis,” Monumental Movie, accessed August 30, 2017, http://www.monumentalmovie.com/.  
76 
rather than have a king.”51 Like the books discussed above, this story is framed by 
Cameron’s desire to find a solution to the problems plaguing American society in the 
twenty-first century. Monumental’s website includes a Bible study guide that links the 
film, the Bible, and contemporary American life. That Cameron follows the Christian 
heritage narrative so closely is unsurprising, given that David Barton, Stephen 
McDowell, and Marshall Foster all contributed to the film. For audiences disinclined to 
read historical books, films like Monumental offer an easy alternative that communicates 
the same message in an entertaining package.  
Finally, we should note the prominent place of the Christian heritage thesis in 
textbooks from both Christian and secular publishers. Marshall and Manuel’s The Light 
and the Glory is often used as a textbook by Christian private schools and Christian 
homeschoolers, but Christian educational publishers such as A Beka and Bob Jones 
University Press also produce American history textbooks for all grade 
levels. Other publishers, such as Alpha and Omega Publications and Sonlight, do the 
same but focus on the homeschooling market.52 These textbooks tell an extended version 
of the Christian America narrative, starting with the assertion that America was founded 
by Christians to be a Christian nation. They also emphasize God's role in virtually every 
moment of American history. Mark Beliles’ and Stephen McDowell's textbook America's 
Providential History begins by reminding readers that they “cannot understand history 
                                                          
51 The monument features a central figure, Faith, holding a Geneva Bible and pointing to the sky; Faith is 
surrounded by four seated figures representing Morality, Law, Education, and Liberty. According to 
Cameron, the five principles form a “matrix of liberty” that is the key to America’s success. See Andrew 
Thompson, “Kirk Cameron’s ‘Monumental’ Issues,” Christianity Today, March 26, 2012.  
52 Fea, Was America Founded as a Christian Nation?, 59. 
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without understanding Divine Providence.”53 Similarly, a textbook published by 
conservative Christian Bob Jones University reminds students that "nothing in history is 
accidental," and that God has been and remains in control of American history.54 
Fea notes the significance in these accounts of the idea of a covenant between God and 
nations—notably, ancient Israel and the United States. Students read that America is "the 
new Israel," and they learn that the nation's past and present problems are the result of 
disobedience to God.55 While they typically spend less time on the outsider jeremiad than 
books intended for adults, these textbooks do teach students that America's Christian 
heritage is in danger of being lost and that the nation is in decline. They thus share the 
sort of outsider frame found in works by Barton, DeMar, and other adult Christian 
heritage authors. 
The Christian heritage approach to American history is not limited to explicitly 
Christian textbooks. In fact, it is increasingly incorporated into secular publishers' 
textbooks intended for use in public schools, thanks to the influence of the Christian 
Right in Texas and the disproportionate influence that Texas wields over the textbook 
market. As a large state, Texas is a significant customer of textbook publishers, who 
tailor their textbooks to meet Texas state standards even though those textbooks are 
distributed nationally.56 As a result, there was a nationwide effect in 2010 when Texas 
                                                          
53 Mark A. Beliles and Stephen K. McDowell, America’s Providential History (Charlottesville, VA: The 
Providence Foundation, 1989), 5. 
54 Fea, Was America Founded as a Christian Nation?, 60. 
55 Fea, Was America Founded as a Christian Nation?, 61. 
56 As of 2010, Texas distributed forty-eight million textbooks annually. The only state that rivals Texas in 
size, California, had a smaller budget for textbooks, giving Texas greater influence. See Mark A. Chancey, 
“Rewriting History for a Christian America: Religion and the Texas Social Studies Standards Controversy 
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revised its social studies standards to require students to learn that the "Judeo-Christian 
(especially biblical law)" tradition influenced the nation's founding and to identify Moses 
as an influence on the nation's founding documents.57 Such revisions are hardly 
surprising given that both David Barton and Peter Marshall served on the board of expert 
advisors in the curriculum overhaul, and the State Board of Education included seven 
conservative Christian members, including Cynthia Dunbar and Bob McLeroy, both 
prominent Christian heritage activists. Religious studies scholar Mark Chancey has 
demonstrated how each of the 2010 changes to the Texas state social studies standards is 
linked to the agenda of proponents of the Christian heritage thesis. He argues that their 
goal was transparent: "They were staking claims not only to what happened in the 1700s 
but also to what they hoped would happen in the 2000s; the lessons they sought to teach 
about the past were in reality lessons about who counts as an American in the present." If, 
as Dunbar and Barton have both stated, the educational philosophy of one generation is 
the governing philosophy of the next, textbooks are an essential battleground for 
Christian heritage, and they will likely remain so for the foreseeable future.58 
 
 
Resisting Christian America 
The Christian heritage genre has attracted a great deal of criticism from both 
scholars and activists. Rebuttals of the “Christian nation myth,” as critics call it, are 
                                                          
of 2009-2010,” Journal of Religion 94, no. 3 (2014): 326; Russell Shorto, “How Christian Were the 
Founders?” New York Times Magazine, February 11, 2010.  
57 Chancey, 326; see also Fea, Was America Founded as a Christian Nation?, 60-61. 
58 Chancey, 352. 
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themselves a cottage industry: for every book purporting to prove the Christian 
foundations of the United States, there is another book arguing (often in equally 
absolutist terms) for the secularist vision of the founders. In The Godless Constitution: A 
Moral Defense of the Secular State, Isaac Kramnick and R. Laurence Moore write a 
“polemic” against what they see as the corrosive effect of the Christian nation myth on 
public policy.59 They attack the Christian heritage project for distorting history in order to 
advance a particular ideological agenda, and they offer an alternative reading of the 
founding period that supports a significantly less privileged position for religion in the 
public square. Similarly, in Moral Minority: Our Skeptical Founding Fathers, Brooke 
Allen depicts the Enlightenment rather than Christianity as the key influence on the 
founders. It follows that the founders would have designed a secular nation, not a 
Christian one. Amanda Porterfield goes further, arguing that the close link between 
Christianity and government is a product of the early nineteenth century when 
evangelical churches gained power by stoking citizens’ doubts and anxieties about the 
new nation in order to create a market for religious reassurance.60 In each of these 
examples, the author attacks the Christian heritage argument as both historically 
inaccurate and politically motivated. As John Fea points out, however, these arguments 
“generate more heat than light.”61 Secularists and Christian heritage advocates alike tend 
to wield history as a political club.  
                                                          
59 Isaac Kramnick and R. Laurence Moore, The Godless Constitution: A Moral Defense of the Secular 
State, rev. ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2005), 12-16. 
60 Porterfield is responding to Hatch’s “democratization” thesis, which she argues conceals as much as it 
reveals about religion and politics in this period. See Conceived in Doubt: Religion and Politics in the New 
American Nation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 11. 
61 Fea “Using the Past to Save Our Nation,” 10. 
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More robust critiques of the Christian heritage genre have attacked not its 
ideology but its methodology. Just as many conservative Christians take a “proof-texting” 
approach to the Bible in the culture wars (and in their own piety), emphasizing passages 
that support them and ignoring those that do not, Christian heritage authors choose 
excerpts from the writings of Washington, Jefferson, and others as proof-texts for the 
Christian nation thesis. The Christian heritage genre’s credibility is built on its deference 
to primary sources; authors like Barton, DeMar, and McDowell offer long lists of 
quotations drawn from the writings of early Americans in support of each of their points. 
They see this approach as the surest way of discovering the truth of the founders’ beliefs; 
academic historians, however, reject it as failing to take into account the larger context of 
a given quotation. Stephen P. Miller writes of proof-texting, “This approach to history 
writing—one hesitates to call it scholarship—elevates the significance of isolated 
statements over context, rhetorical usage, or a lifetime of written work.”62 Miller 
derisively refers to this approach as “law office history,” which infers the legal 
implications of a historical event without regard for its context.63 He also critiques the 
tendency of Christian heritage authors to take the founders’ words at face value, rather 
than critically interrogating them as the authors would any contemporary politician’s 
statements.64 John Fea similarly accuses Christian heritage authors of being shoddy 
historians: their “present-mindedness” prevents them from attending to the principles of 
                                                          
62 Miller, 11 
63 Miller, 13. Fea also critiques this approach; see Was America Founded as a Christian Nation?, xxvi. 
Barton himself takes the opposite view of this approach, priding himself on using the best “legal standard” 
by letting the texts speak for themselves. See the “Foreword” and “Editor’s Notes” in Original Intent: The 
Courts, the Constitution, and Religion, 5th ed. (Aledo, TX: Wallbuilders, 2008).  
64 Miller, 13. 
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good historical writing, including attention to the complexity of the past.65 The discussion 
of Christianity’s role in the nation’s origins is too enmeshed in today’s culture wars to be 
useful.  Both sides are more interested in gaining political capital than in writing careful 
history.  
The methodological challenges to the Christian heritage genre go beyond their 
historical rigor. As several scandals have revealed, many of its favorite proof-texts and 
other data are simply fabricated. David Barton is the most high-profile culprit of such 
historical malpractice.66 In 2012, he found himself embroiled in controversy over his New 
York Times bestseller The Jefferson Lies: Exposing the Myths You’ve Always Believed 
About Thomas Jefferson. The book tackles everything from Jefferson’s faith to his 
relationship with his slave Sally Hemings, and Barton does his best to paint Jefferson as a 
devout, quasi-evangelical Christian who was morally unimpeachable. The book also 
gives Barton a platform from which to attack academic history’s treatment of Jefferson 
and Christianity in general, accusing academics of deliberately distorting history to 
further their anti-Christian agenda. Academic historians, however, took issue with nearly 
all of Barton’s claims. The most devastating take-down came not from left-wing 
secularists, but from the evangelical intellectuals Warren Throckmorten and Michael 
                                                          
65 Fea lists academic historians’ key principles, “the five C’s”: change over time, context, causality, 
contingency, complexity; see Was America Founded as a Christian Nation?, xxiv-xxv. 
66 Barton faced criticism early in his writing career over his second book, The Myth of Separation. It was 
originally published in 1988, but it was withdrawn by its publisher and reissued with corrections twice 
when academic historians found numerous faulty quotations. In the preface to the 1992 edition, Barton 
notes that while he “cited from several contemporary authors” in the original edition, in the revised edition 
“he felt it preferable to quote original sources and primary source documents whenever possible—i.e., 
utilize the ‘best evidence.’” See Barton, The Myth of Separation, 8. 
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Coulter in Getting Jefferson Right: Fact-Checking Claims About Our Third President.67 
The backlash was so strong that Barton’s publisher, Thomas Nelson, withdrew the 
bestseller less than six months after publication. The month before the withdrawal, the 
readers of History News Network voted it the “least credible history book in print.”68  
Barton nonetheless remains the favored historian of conservative Christian 
political circles and a political activist in his own right. In 2015-2016, he headed the 
Keep the Promise Political Action Committee, which supported Ted Cruz in the 2016 
Republican presidential primary. His credibility with the Christian heritage audience is 
not damaged by opposition from accredited academics and the media. In fact, his 
credibility seems to be enhanced by an outsider narrative that deflects such criticism by 
labeling it anti-Christian bias. Critiques of Barton and the Christian heritage genre only 
reinforce its central message: that the secularist mainstream will do anything to eliminate 
Christianity from discussions of American history.  
Yet it is not only secularists who have criticized the Christian heritage approach 
to history. In 1983, evangelical historians George Marsden, Mark Noll, and Nathan Hatch 
wrote The Search for Christian America largely in response to the Christian Right’s 
growing interest in history.69 Their argument is both historical and theological. On a 
historical level, they claim that “a careful study of the facts of history shows that early 
                                                          
67 Warren Throckmorten and Michael Coulter, Getting Jefferson Right: Fact-Checking Claims About Our 
Third President (Grove City, PA: Salem Grove Press, 2012).  
68 David Austin Walsh, “What is the Least Credible History Book in Print?” History News Network, July 
16, 2012, http://historynewsnetwork.org/article/147149. See also Garrett Epps, “Genuine Christian 
Scholars Smack Down an Unruly Colleague,” The Atlantic, August 10, 2012.  
69 They specifically name and respond to arguments from Schaeffer, Falwell, and Marshall and Manuel. 
See Mark A. Noll, Nathan O. Hatch, and George M. Marsden, The Search for Christian America 
(Westchester, IL: Crossway Books, 1983), 141. 
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America does not deserve to be considered uniquely, distinctly, or even predominantly 
Christian…There is no lost golden age to which American Christians may return.”70 They 
bring their considerable combined historical expertise to bear on this problem, making 
their case with a degree of nuance that is often absent from this debate. But the key thrust 
of their argument is theological. “The idea of a ‘Christian nation’ is a very ambiguous 
concept which is usually harmful to effective Christian action in society,” they argue.71 
Baptizing the past risks overlooking our predecessors’ moral failings and even 
perpetuating them; doing so, according to Marsden, Hatch, and Noll, is to “do the cause 
of Christ a disservice.”72  
Other evangelical scholars, including John Fea, John Wilsey, and Greg Frazer, 
have made similar arguments against the search for America’s Christian heritage. The 
evangelical community is thus divided on the issue; as Fea ironically notes, both David 
Barton and Mark Noll appeared on Time’s 2005 list of “Most Influential Evangelicals in 
America.”73 At the same time, there is no doubt that the works of Barton and other 
Christian heritage writers influence the lived history of a far broader audience than those 
of their academic critics, in part because they inform the other Christian heritage media 
discussed above. The vast cultural marketplace for Christian heritage insulates its 
proponents from academic criticism. They are, however, are well aware of their critics, 
and they use their popular platforms to provide what they see as incontrovertible 
evidence for their position. Christian heritage tours are one such platform.  
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71 Noll, Hatch, and Marsden, 17. 
72 Noll, Hatch, and Marsden, 23. 
73 Fea, “Using the Past to Save Our Nation,” 9.  
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Experiencing Christian America 
Christian heritage tours build upon the many dimensions of the Christian heritage 
genre, but they also offer something that books, films, and Bibles cannot: experience. 
American Protestants have given primacy to religious experience at least since the 
Second Great Awakening. In the face of criticism from academic historians and ridicule 
from secularists, white evangelicals turn to the experience of D.C. to corroborate their 
claims about the past.  Christian heritage tours invite their audience to experience this 
history for themselves. A sample tour advertisement highlights this element: 
Those who have been to the Holy Land know there is nothing like 
being in the actual places where Jesus and the great heroes of the faith 
walked. The same is true with America’s Christian origin, being in the 
actual places where history was made, soaking in the sights, sounds, and 
smells on location creates a powerful and potentially life-changing 
experience. These great heroes from the pages of history will almost come 
to life. We will get to know them and be inspired by them. It is simply 
impossible to duplicate this rich experience in a church classroom. 
What do the Founders’ own writings (not the writings of a 20th 
century author) tell us about their beliefs?  When you see their words 
engraved in stone, and hear what else they had to say, it becomes clear 
their intent was to forge a nation built on Christian principles.  But it is not 
limited to just the Founding Fathers.  Architects, presidents, builder’s and 
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stone masons from the 20th Century left the same Christian messages in 
the memorials and monuments they built in the Nation’s Capital. 
Don’t miss this opportunity to see the memorials, monuments and 
statutes throughout the District that will give you a better understanding of 
what the Founders, and those that came after them, really believed.  Hear 
their own words, and see the monuments that were built to honor them, 
and the God they believed in. 
This advertisement points to the key selling points of Christian heritage tours, all of 
which relate to the theme of individual experience. It promises that tourists will walk in 
the footsteps of the founders and in some sense relive the history of the nation. It 
promises that they will see for themselves the legacy of Christianity in D.C.’s landscape, 
proof that Christianity once held a privileged place in American government and public 
life. And it promises that they will hear the unadulterated words of the founders and other 
great Americans of the past that further validate their claim.  
Other advertisements make similar promises. One website invites potential 
tourists to “experience a tour that will bring life to the founding of our great nation.” 
Tourists will “explore together our rich heritage, etched in marble and stone and woven 
into the very word of America’s culture through the architectural, artistic, and historical 
themes inherent within and without her national landmarks, monuments, and memorials.” 
They are promised a view of the “indelible mark” stamped by God on the nation and its 
capital. As another company puts it, “A tour of our historic sites reveals that America was 
a nation birthed by men who had a firm reliance upon Almighty God and His Son Jesus 
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Christ.” D.C.’s sites are said to do what mere words cannot: they offer concrete, physical, 
seemingly irrefutable proof of Christianity’s central role in American history. The 
Founders’ words can be taken out of context and twisted, the argument goes, but 
Christianity is literally written in stone across the nation’s capital where tourists can see it 
for themselves. From this point of view, critics can assail books, films, and so on with 
ease; but they cannot attack the authority of individual experience. 
 
Christian Foundations at the Capitol 
Christian heritage tours’ visits to the U.S. Capitol demonstrate this use of 
experience to override criticism. At the Capitol, tourists experience a combination of 
narrative and material culture designed to persuade them to take up the mantle of the 
founders. The Capitol building abounds with statues, images, and inscriptions that lend 
themselves to stories about the dominant role of Christians and Christianity in American 
history. On the bus ride to the Capitol, a guide told his tourists that, of the one hundred 
statues contributed by the states to the National Statuary Collection, at least twenty are of 
“ordained ministers.” He went on to tell stories about some of those figures, including 
Marcus Whitman, a missionary to the Northwest Territories, and John Muhlenberg, who 
was a minister, a brigadier general in the American Revolution, and a member of the first 
Congress. The guide also mentioned John’s brother Frederick Muhlenberg, who was both 
a minister and the first Speaker of the House of Representatives: “Clearly the founders 
had no problem working with ministers!” The tourists chuckled, enjoying the implied 
comparison to the Obama administration. The statues of Christians in the Capitol seem to 
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support the tourists’ rejection of both the strict separation of church and state as a 
foundational principle in the United States and the strict separation of Christianity from 
American history. Different guides may highlight different statues, but they use them in 
the same way, as proof of the presence of Christians in American government. 
Other features of the Capitol lend themselves to a related argument about the 
central place of Christians and Christian rituals in American history. In the Capitol 
Rotunda, Christian guides point to the eight paintings that ring the walls, depicting key 
scenes from the colonial period and the American Revolution.74 As numerous guides 
pointed out, the scenes include “two prayer meetings and a baptism.” Robert W. Weir’s 
Embarkation of the Pilgrims depicts the Pilgrims praying just prior to departing for North 
America. At the center of the image, William Brewster holds open a Geneva Bible, while 
the figures around him kneel or bow their heads in prayer. Across the Rotunda, William 
Henry Powell’s Discovery of the Mississippi by De Soto features a shadowy foreground 
scene in which a kneeling monk prays as soldiers plant a crucifix in the ground. De Soto 
himself looks on from horseback, flanked by his own soldiers and wary Native 
Americans, while the Mississippi glitters in the background. A third painting draws every 
visitors’ eye with its dramatic portrayal of the baptism of Pocahontas: in John Gadsby 
Chapman’s rendering, Pocahontas kneels before a baptismal font, wearing a white dress 
with a long train that often leads visitors to think they are viewing a wedding scene. 
Standing over her is Reverend Alexander Whitaker, whose white robes match her dress, 
                                                          
74 Not every guide was able to lead a private tour, only those groups with congressional connections. Other 
guides told the same stories, but on the tour bus. 
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giving the effect of a spotlight in the center of the painting. Other colonists and Native 
Americans look on, some with disapproval; the painting’s caption and other literature, 
however, indicate that Pocahontas’ conversion and subsequent marriage were essential in 
making peace between the colonists and the local Native American tribes. It may seem 
odd that Christian heritage guides focus on these paintings, rather than depictions of 
George Washington’s military victories or the signing of the Declaration of 
Independence. But while the latter set of paintings features Christian leaders who are 
integral to American history, the “prayer meetings and baptism” feature public displays 
of Christianity at key moments in that history. In addition, the prayer meetings signal that 
their subjects asked for and received divine blessings on their seemingly secular 
endeavors. They are useful evidence for the Christian America narrative, and their 
presence at the very center of the nation’s government amplifies their ability to support 
the story that Christian heritage tours are telling.  
Finally, as the seat of the legislative branch, the Capitol is also an appropriate site 
for Christian heritage guides to make claims about the relationship of Christianity to 
American law and government. They do so by drawing on Judeo-Christian iconography 
in the Capitol. Biblical quotations and references to the Christian God abound in 
commemorative plaques and decorative inscriptions, but there are also key images from 
the Judeo-Christian tradition that can be made to fit the narrative of Christian America, 
especially in the House of Representatives’ chamber. In addition to the large “In God We 
Trust” inscribed over the speaker’s rostrum, the room is ringed by engraved relief 
portraits of famous lawgivers, from Hammurabi to Justinian I to Jefferson. Christian 
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heritage guides claim that seventeen of the twenty-three are Christian lawgivers. They 
pay special attention to the relief portrait of Moses: while the other portraits are in profile, 
Moses is depicted in full face over the central doors to the chamber. Guides interpret this 
position as proving the centrality of Mosaic law to the American legal system. One guide 
told his tourists that Moses is there as a reminder to the Speaker of the House, who faces 
the portrait and must conduct House business with Moses “watching him.” Christian 
heritage tours use this iconography in the Capitol and similar features of the Supreme 
Court chamber to claim American law and government as inherently Christian; in this 
view, not only were the founders Christian, but so is the system they founded. 
 
Re-founding the Nation 
 Since the 1970s, the Christian heritage narrative has become an industry that 
includes publishing, entertainment, education, and tourism. Regardless of the medium, 
the claims about the Christian foundation of the nation are largely the same. In the lived 
history of Christian heritage tours, three overarching claims predominate: the founders 
were Christian; their laws and system of government were in turn designed to be 
Christian; and this Christian nation was chosen and protected by God. These claims form 
the core of the insider narrative, and they are repeated at supporting sites all over D.C. 
during Christian heritage tours.  
As a public narrative, this insider story provides a script in which white American 
evangelicals have a particular role to play. They are called to take up the mantle of the 
founders and be stewards of the nation themselves. This calling requires them in some 
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sense to re-found the nation. The nostalgia that pervades the Christian heritage genre 
emerges out of white evangelicals’ conviction that the nation has strayed from its 
founding principles. The insider narrative provides true believers with models for who 
they should be and how their government should run. If they play their role correctly, the 
script promises a return of divine blessings and protection. However, if they fail to re-
found the nation first established by the Founding Fathers, the nation will continue to 
decline.  
American evangelicals have more scripts available to them than just the insider 
narrative, and they have more roles to play than just founders. In fact, other roles are just 
as important. The jeremiad synthesizes the insider and outsider narratives, and its power 
depends on white evangelicals feeling as if they are not currently in the custodial role 
given by God to the founders. Moreover, white evangelicals cannot talk about re-
founding the nation without claiming that something has gone terribly wrong since the 
original founding. They need other roles to play to make sense of the complexities of the 
stories they tell themselves about their nation. The next chapter looks at the outsider 




The first thing the sun strikes every morning in D.C. is an inscription giving 
praise to God: Laus Deo. The words adorn the eastern face of the Washington 
Monument’s aluminum apex, 555 feet above the National Mall. Christian heritage tour 
guides hone in on this inscription as evidence of George Washington’s faith. But in their 
accounts, its presence at the apex of the nation’s capital also proves that Christianity’s 
rightful place is at the center of the nation. As guides tell this story, tourists oooh and 
aaah, craning their necks to gaze reverently up at the monument, often through the bus 
window. But then someone raises a hand and asks, Wait, weren’t they going to take that 
down? Weren’t they going to erase God from everything? 
Is it still there? 
 White evangelical tourists travel to D.C. to see evidence of America’s Christian 
heritage, but they are often surprised to see it is still there. According to their outsider 
narrative, the secularists now in power have largely erased any remnants of Christianity 
from the nation’s capital. When they encounter such relics, including Laus Deo, they also 
encounter cognitive dissonance. To resolve it, they tend to question the object’s 
permanence, saying that even though it is not gone yet, surely it will be soon. This 
interpretive maneuver allows them to maintain the insider narrative and the outsider 
narrative at the same time, despite their inherent contradictions. Tourists can believe that 
D.C. is full of Christian objects while also believing that Christianity has been exiled 
from D.C.  
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This conflict between the insider and outsider narratives is a key feature of 
Christian heritage tours. Even as tourists see and hear the Christian heritage of the nation, 
those experiences are framed by the outsider narrative. From the moment the group first 
gathers, guides remind them that they are not on an ordinary tour. “Other groups just talk 
and take pictures,” as one guide put it. “But we do things differently. We’re here to 
learn.” Other guides simply described their tours as “unique” or “unlike any other” before 
launching into their opening speeches. One started by telling his tourists, “You won’t 
have heard any of this in school.”  On some level, this rhetoric is a strategic choice, 
designed to assure customers that the product they have purchased is superior to any 
alternative. But it also distances Christian tourists from the thousands of other tourists 
they will encounter in D.C. As tourists proceed through the city, tour guides amplify this 
sense of being marginalized by framing their stories and D.C.’s sites with the outsider 
narrative. At every opportunity, they remind their tourists that Christians have been 
excluded from mainstream politics and culture. Over the course of the tour, this use of the 
outsider narrative demands that tourists play the role of exiles, even as they experience a 
tour that tells them they ought to be running the country.  
 This cognitive dissonance attests to the broader feeling of exile among white 
American evangelicals today. They feel that, like ancient Israel, they have been exiled, in 
their case from American public life. From their point of view, Christianity is 
marginalized in classrooms, courtrooms, and popular culture, and they expect to see that 
absence mirrored in the nation’s capital. However, the Israelites returned from their exile, 
and white evangelicals believe they will do the same. Their sense of alienation depends 
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on their concomitant sense that they ought not to be outsiders at all. They founded the 
nation, and they believe they will return from exile to save it. This tension between what 
is and what ought to be characterizes the lived history of Christian heritage tours and 
white evangelicals more broadly. The insider narrative constructs a past of Christian 
founding and Christian glory, and when measured against it the present invariably falls 
short. The outsider narrative explains this discrepancy by casting evangelicals as exiles or 
victims. Together, the two narratives form a jeremiad. 
Given that Christian heritage tours promise to prove that the United States is a 
Christian nation, it may seem odd that so much of their storytelling depends on the 
outsider narrative. Their customers are paying for proof that they are founders, not exiles. 
However, the incongruity raises some important questions: Why is it so important to 
Christian heritage tours that their customers retain their outsider identity? What benefit is 
there to white American evangelicals in remaining on the margins? The outsider narrative 
performs two key tasks in this context. First, it carves out space for a revisionist Christian 
heritage history by discrediting all opposing views, including those tourists may have 
learned from other sources. Whatever tourists may have heard in public schools or in the 
media becomes untrustworthy, because those sources are anti-Christian according to the 
outsider narrative. Second, the outsider narrative manufactures tension between white 
evangelicals and what they see as “mainstream” America. That tension is itself a source 
of power, since both the Christian tradition and the American tradition tend to revere 
outsiders as righteous.  
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This chapter examines how Christian heritage tours cast white evangelicals as 
exiles by using the outsider narrative to frame their experience of stories and sites from 
American history that support the insider narrative. The role of exile does not supersede 
the role of founder discussed in Chapter 2. Both roles remain available for tourists to step 
into at any point, depending on how they choose to combine the available public 
narratives and metanarratives. I then turn to how white evangelicals have come to 
understand themselves as exiles and the purpose that role serves for Christian heritage 
tours and for white evangelicals more broadly.  
 
Exiles from History 
At the same time that tourists hear the Christian heritage version of American 
history, they also hear about an alternate version that excludes anything to do with 
Christianity. This alternate version is depicted as being mainstream, widely accepted by 
the academy and the government.1 In it, the Christian faith of American leaders is 
downplayed, while Christian practices are ignored altogether. This mainstream version of 
history acts as a foil to the Christian heritage story, and tour guides regularly refer to it to 
set up their own stories. They make sure their audience knows that while “secular” 
historians and the media are responsible for writing it, the real culprit responsible for 
disseminating it is the public schools. Evangelicals and public schools have been at odds 
                                                          
1  To be fair, most academic historians do reject the Christian heritage version of American history, but 
they do so because they reject supernaturalism, not because of antagonism toward Christianity.  
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for decades over everything from segregation to school prayer to sex education.2 
American history is just one more area where evangelicals see themselves being pushed 
to the margins by a progressive agenda.  
Christian heritage tour guides draw on this antagonism to fuel their tourists’ sense 
of exile, often by using diatribes against the public schools to frame episodes from 
American history. One guide began the first bus ride by asking his group why 
Christopher Columbus sailed to the Indies: “What motivated him?” The tourists mumbled 
a range of answers; one man shouted “freedom of religion!” but was ignored. The guide 
waited for quiet. “We’re taught that it was greed or glory,” he continued, “but really it 
was his desire to propagate the gospel.” The guide cited as his source Columbus’ own 
Book of Prophecies, written after his third voyage to the new world, and he emphasized 
that these were Columbus’ own words, not the distortions of biased historians. According 
to Columbus, he was divinely inspired by God to sail in order to fulfill prophecies in 
Isaiah. The guide waited a moment while the amazed tourists digested this bit of 
information, then delivered his punch line: “Now, were you ever taught that in American 
history class at school?” “No!” shouted everyone on the bus. “Well, you’ve been robbed! 
Someone has stolen from you the truths you need to know,” the guide declared. He then 
segued into an overview of what they should look for in the paintings in the Capitol 
Rotunda the next day to recover those stolen truths. His complaint against the public 
schools’ depiction of Columbus thus worked on two levels: it framed the brief story about 
                                                          
2 Fraser, 130-237; Prothero, Why Liberals Win the Culture Wars, 191-206; Natalia Petrzela, Classroom 
Wars: Language, Sex, and the Making of Modern Political Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015).   
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Columbus’ motivations, and it framed the entire subsequent discussion of the Rotunda 
paintings, which tell the United States’ origin story. Tourists were reminded that they 
could not trust what they had learned from public schools or academic historians. 
This pattern was repeated on every tour with a wide range of stories: tour guides 
would draw attention to tourists’ ignorance of Christianity’s role in a particular story as a 
way of introducing or concluding the story itself. For instance, one guide asked, “Do you 
know what the first megachurch in the United States was?” His tourists, of course, did 
not know that the answer was the Capitol, which hosted church services during 
Jefferson’s presidency.3 Another guide told the story about Benjamin Franklin calling for 
prayer during a fractious moment at the Constitutional Convention.4 He then asked his 
tourists if they had heard the story before—of course they had not. But while the guides 
routinely highlighted the gaps in tourists’ knowledge of history, they took care not to 
blame the tourists for their ignorance. It was not the tourists’ fault that they knew so little 
about their own “birthright.” They were victims of the sins of omission of the public 
schools and secular historians. 
 
Exiles from the Public Square 
For Christian heritage tours, the exile of Christians from mainstream history is 
one manifestation of the deeper problem of the exile of Christians from mainstream 
                                                          
3 While the use of “megachurch” is an exaggeration, it is true the both Jefferson and Madison attended 
church services in the U.S. Capitol during their presidencies. See “Religion and the Founding of the 
American Republic,” Library of Congress, accessed August 31, 2017, 
https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/religion/rel06-2.html.  
4 See above, p. 66, for more on the content and critiques of this story. 
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politics and culture. One phrase more than any other encapsulated this problem: the 
separation of church and state. Tourists and tour guides used this phrase sarcastically as a 
shorthand version of the outsider narrative, a quick way to remind everyone in earshot 
that Christians have been exiled from the public square in a way that the founders did not 
intend. As one guide put it, “Separation of church and state is a phrase modern courts 
have misconstrued to mean ‘let’s kick God out of public life.’” To resist this attitude, 
Christian heritage tours highlight not just the founders’ words about Christianity but also 
their actions. On each tour, guides listed countless examples of founders who held prayer 
meetings or issued proclamations for days of prayer and fasting. For instance, several 
guides quoted Washington’s Thanksgiving Proclamation, which begins, “It is the duty of 
all nations to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to obey His will, to be 
grateful for His benefits, and humbly implore His protection and favor.”5  Of course, they 
hastened to add, no academic historian would include that. In addition, the issue of 
separation of church and state was intrinsically linked to the question of the founders’ 
piety. As one guide put it, the founders went to seminary, quoted the Bible, and supported 
prayer in the legislatures, but “we’re told they were a bunch of atheists—who had prayer 
meetings! Pretty good for a bunch of atheists.” Guides present the founders’ actions as 
counterevidence to the claim that the separation of church and state prohibits legislative 
prayer or other public displays of religion. 
                                                          
5 “Thanksgiving Proclamation, 3 October 1789,” The Papers of George Washington, Presidential Series, 
vol. 4, 8 September 1789 – 15 January 1790, ed. Dorothy Twohig (Charlottesville: University Press of 
Virginia, 1993), 131–132. 
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 As the author of this infamous phrase, Jefferson is often invoked by tour guides to 
demonstrate its “real” or “original” meaning. Guides mock today’s interpretations of 
separation of church and state by juxtaposing them with evidence from Jefferson’s life 
and writings. One guide said that Jefferson wanted to be remembered as the founder of 
the University of Virginia, which has been called the first secular university in the United 
States. In reality the school was only nonsectarian, and students still studied theology and 
attended chapel every day. “This is our so-called ‘secular’ university!” he added 
sarcastically, making a scare quotes gesture on “secular.” In this case, Jefferson’s actions 
(and those of the students at his university) spoke louder than his famous letter to the 
Danbury Baptists in which he first articulated the principle of separation. Guides also 
noted that, as president, Jefferson attended church services in the U.S. Capitol. “I guess 
he wasn’t really such a believer in separation of church and state!” quipped one guide.  
This purported arrogance of liberals or secularists when it comes to interpreting 
separation of church and state or other founding doctrines is a consistent frame on 
Christian heritage tours. Guides juxtapose academic interpretations with selected writings 
or actions of the founders themselves in order to reveal the discrepancy between the two. 
One guide told his tourists about a school prayer case in which conservative Christian 
author and activist David Barton filed an amicus brief that drew on his private collection 
of the founders’ personal papers. When he quoted a letter, he was “reading from the 
original!” said the guide. The justices in the case, however, rejected Barton’s evidence 
that the founders prayed at public events, moving the guide to conclude that “the 
founders were either hypocrites or they didn’t understand what the Constitution said.” As 
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the tourists groaned, the guide shouted at the absent judges, “You idiots! You think you 
know more than the men who debated it for four months?” Such stories are almost 
comical in their caricatures of liberals who refuse to see the text in front of them, but 
those same caricatured liberals are said to be the ones in power. Ironic references to 
“separation of church and state” remind tourists that, regardless of the stories they hear or 
the sites they see, Christianity is exiled from the public square. They have come to D.C. 
to learn about how religion’s public role was once different, but they are never allowed to 
forget what it is now.  
 
Erasing the Evidence 
 Claims of exile in Christian heritage tours extend to the physical landscape of 
D.C., which they portray as endangered. Since the late 1980s, conservative Christian 
culture warriors have criticized the government and especially the National Park Service 
for erasing or obscuring the Christian features of many D.C. sites through either 
renovations or revisions to signs and guidebooks. Catherine Millard, one of the earliest 
Christian heritage tour guides in the city, argued in 1991 that the U.S. government was 
failing to preserve artifacts relevant to the Christian heritage of the nation, including 
presidential Bibles. She also documented changes to captions at various historical sites, 
including the Supreme Court, that deleted references to Christianity.6 Since 2005, the 
conservative Christian website WND has reported on controversies surrounding Christian 
                                                          
6 Catherine Millard, The Rewriting of America’s History (Camp Hill, PA: Horizon House Publishers, 
1991). 
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features of D.C. sites and on purported government attempts to erase Christianity.7 A 
small industry of Christian guidebooks to D.C. emerged in response, many written by 
prominent exponents of Christian heritage history.8 And, of course, Christian heritage 
tours both create and respond to evangelicals’ feeling that these truths are being 
deliberately obscured. 
Nor were tour guides the only source of stories about the exile of Christianity 
from D.C.’s sites. Tourists themselves told their own fragmented stories of threats to the 
Christian objects and inscriptions in D.C. One woman told me at the welcome dinner for 
her group that she had heard that the city’s official licensed tour guide script deletes more 
about Christianity every year. Officially licensed guides “aren’t even allowed to point out 
Christian things,” she said. They could only mention them if people specifically asked 
about them. The other people at the table greeted this news with disappointment, but not 
surprise. They took for granted that Christianity was under attack, and that such an attack 
would include an assault on any material evidence of the nation’s Christian heritage in 
the capital. 
In the case of the Washington Monument’s inscription, Laus Deo, Christian 
tourists expected to find their God and their praise erased.  Many tourists reported that 
                                                          
7 See, for example, “Ten Commandments Stunner: Feds Lying at Supreme Court,” WND, November 14, 
2006, http://www.wnd.com/2006/11/38823; “Ten Commandments ‘Cover-up’ Revealed at Supreme 
Court,” WND, February 13, 2007, http://www.wnd.com/2007/02/40143; “Now, God Banished from 
Washington Monument,” WND, October 26, 2007, http://www.wnd.com/2007/10/44214/.  
8 In his guidebook, Barton aims to “highlight many of the stories and artifacts within the Capitol that 
confirm the deep roots of religious faith throughout American public life. He makes the case for the 
Founders’ “strong Christian faith” and uses the paintings and statues found in the U.S. Capitol as an 
opportunity to teach his readers about the Founders’ lives and faith. Other examples of Christian heritage 
guidebooks include Stephen McDowell and Mark Beliles, In God We Trust Tour Guide Featuring 
America’s Landmarks of Liberty (Charlottesville, VA: Providence Foundation, 1998), and Catherine 
Millard, God’s Signature Over the Nation’s Capital (New Wilmington, PA: SonRise Publications, 1985).  
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they had heard a rumor that it had already been or was about to be removed as part of the 
government’s efforts to erase the Christian heritage of the nation in D.C. Occasionally, 
the guide would prompt the them—“Have you heard what they’re going to do to it?”—
but more often the tourists would initiate the conversation. 
When pressed, guides usually responded that, yes, Laus Deo is still there, as far 
as they know. One optimistic guide reported that she, too, had heard that “they were 
going to take God off of everything,” but to do so they would have to climb to the top of 
the Washington Monument and erase it there—a task she declared to be impossible. 
“God’s name is etched in stone everywhere,” she said, “and it will stay there as long as 
our democracy survives.” Her tourists responded with a chorus of amens.9 Another guide 
was less optimistic. While she rejoiced that Laus Deo had presided over the city for so 
long, she added that she couldn’t help but think of Luke 19:40: if the people cease to 
praise God, the rocks themselves will cry out. She seemed to think that such a time was 
close at hand, and her tourists were subdued as they spread out to take their photos.  
Tour guides reinforced this pessimism in their discussions of another notable 
Christian feature of the Washington monument: the inscriptions on the interior faces of 
its marble blocks. These stones were donated in honor of George Washington by a 
variety of groups and organizations, including American states and foreign countries, and 
they are inscribed with individual messages and symbols, many of which are inflected 
with Christian sentiments. Tour guides read examples of these inscriptions, particularly 
                                                          
9 The ominous implication of this comment is that the presence of God’s name is tied to the survival of 
American democracy. Threats to Christian objects are ultimately threats to the nation.  
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those donated by Sunday School societies, which include direct quotations from 
scripture, as further evidence of America’s Christian heritage. But they lament that, 
unfortunately, almost no one sees those inscriptions anymore. Because of excessive 
vandalism to the interior of the monument (motivated by a “lack of Christian character” 
in American young people, according to one guide) very few guided tours are allowed to 
take the stairs. And while the elevator does slow to display some of the stones, none of 
those stones are the ones with Christian inscriptions.  
The guides told this story to demonstrate how the government was trying to erase 
Christianity from American history: if no one could see the inscriptions, they might as 
well be invisible. In fact, who was to say that they were really still there? The tourists 
who experienced the elevator ride for themselves made the same point. They were not 
surprised that the Christian inscriptions were not visible, but they were disappointed. 
They expected the government to obscure the Christian inscriptions in the stones just as it 
obscured Laus Deo on the apex. The missing inscriptions fit neatly into the familiar plot 
of the outsider narrative; indeed, seeing the inscriptions would have disrupted that plot. 
Their invisibility proved useful in resolving the cognitive dissonance they would 
otherwise have caused.  
Tourists’ encounters with the Washington Monument offer a window onto how 
the insider and outsider narratives interact in Christian heritage tours’ lived history. At 
first, tourists were cheered by the presence of Christian inscriptions in such a prominent 
place. They were told an insider story about Christianity’s central place in American 
history, a story corroborated by the monument’s apex and interior inscriptions. But that 
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story and its material evidence challenged tourists’ equally strong belief that today, at 
least, Christians are no longer insiders in America. This disruption necessitated a second 
narrative to reassert how endangered Christians are today. In this outsider story, 
Christians themselves have been exiled from D.C., and any lingering material evidence of 
America’s Christian heritage will soon follow. Even though the inscriptions remain 
intact, the outsider narrative still casts Christians as exiles. 
The power of the outsider narrative is such that Christian tourists find a way to 
believe it even when they are standing in front of the objects that contradict it. When 
tours visited the House of Representatives’ Chamber at the U.S. Capitol, they saw the 
inscription “In God We Trust” over the speaker’s rostrum.10 Guides and the occasional 
representative leading private tours of the Capitol made sure to point out the inscription, 
but their point was not to reassure visitors of Congress’s piety. Downstairs in the Capitol 
Visitors’ Center, they would tell us, is a replica of this very room. It is perfect in every 
detail, except for one: “In God We Trust” was missing from it when it was initially 
constructed. Why? According to one guide, “because the Democrats were in power then.” 
As tourists groaned, this guide went on to describe how Representative Randy Forbes, a 
Virginia Republican and the founder of the Congressional Prayer Caucus, stopped 
construction on the Visitors’ Center by blocking funding for any further work until “In 
God We Trust” was added to the replica. The story had a happy ending, from the tourists’ 
point of view: the inscription was added and construction went on. But in some sense, the 
                                                          
10 The inscription was added to the House chamber in 1962 as a congressional protest of the Supreme 
Court’s ruling against school prayer in Engel v. Vitale (370 U.S. 421, 1962).  
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worst had already happened—God had been erased, albeit on a replica—and what was to 
stop this from happening again? 
Like the Laus Deo example, this story moves between the insider and outsider 
narratives, but it also adds two important dimensions to the perceived threat. First, the 
heroes in the story are Republicans, and the villains are Democrats. Second, the story 
suggests that threats to material Christianity should not go unchallenged. American 
Christians, like Forbes, should take action to protect material evidence of their heritage. 
Taken together, these two aspects of the story demand political action on behalf of 
Republicans in order to protect the capital’s Christian objects from Democrats’ erasers.  
Elsewhere in the Capitol, Christian tourists expressed a sense of urgency to see 
other Christian objects while they still can. Among these objects were the many statues of 
Christian ministers and missionaries that populate Statuary Hall, major hallways, and 
parts of the Visitors’ Center. Every state is allowed to send two statues of famous, 
deceased citizens to represent it in the national collection, and many of these have some 
connection to Christianity. One such figure is Jason Lee (1803-1845) of Oregon, a 
missionary and pioneer whose statue was sent to the Capitol by his state in 1953 (Fig. 4). 
However, in the summer of 2015, one Oregon family reported to me that there were plans 
afoot in their state to replace Lee with someone else. Family members were distressed 
that he might be replaced with a less godly figure, and they saw his Christianity as the 
obvious cause for his removal. “So here we have a Christian missionary who is 
instrumental to the founding of our state being removed because, let’s face it, Oregon is 
probably one of the least churched, least Christian states in the country,” the father told 
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me in a follow-up interview. “And for us to go there and still see him there, for me that 
was kind of like, oh, let’s get our picture now, because this isn’t going to be our future.” 
In this instance, the threat came not from the federal government but from an 
“unchurched” state, and it was not a tour guide but a tourist family that gave voice to this 
perceived threat. As it turns out, this family’s worry was well-founded. In February 2016, 
the Oregon House of Representatives approved a bill to commission new statues of Chief 
Joseph and former senator Mark Hatfield.11 The bill was blocked by the state senate, but 
a 2017 bill proposed statues of Chief Joseph and women’s rights advocate Abigail Scott 
Duniway.12 Oregon lawmakers may be divided on who they should honor in the Capitol, 
but they have made it clear that it will not be Jason Lee.  
In each of these instances, tourists identified physical threats to objects that at that 
time remained intact. The threat loomed in the near future, or, in the case of the House of 
Representatives replica, had already been carried out but subsequently reversed. This 
approach allowed tourists maintain both the insider and outsider narratives despite their 
contradictory claims and the cognitive dissonance created by the presence of Christian 
objects. They could use the object to corroborate their claims about the nation’s Christian 
heritage, but they could also maintain their role as exiles. As they saw it, no matter how 
many Christian objects remained in D.C., Christians themselves had been pushed to the 
margins. Soon enough, the objects would follow. 
 
                                                          
11 It is unlikely that Hatfield will be seen as an adequate replacement for Jason Lee by any Christian 
tourists; though he was both evangelical and Republican, he was fairly liberal with respect to both. It is 
even more unlikely that Abigail Scott Duniway will be deemed acceptable.  
12 Oregon House Bill 2025 has been introduced, but it has not yet been voted on. 
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The “Romance of the Outsider” 
 Like the insider narrative, the outsider narrative has roots in earlier moments in 
American history, but it gained new force and purpose in the 1970s in the hands of 
leaders of the Christian Right. Even as they rewrote American history to claim for 
themselves the role of founders and stewards of the nation, they embraced their status as 
outsiders, casting themselves first as exiles and later as victims. They defended their 
position on the margins at the same time that they lamented their loss of power. This 
move, however, was strategic, and we should view such outsider claims with a degree of 
skepticism. The rhetoric of deviance is a tool, and it may be wielded by the powerful and 
the powerless alike.13 To take any group’s claim to outsider status at face value, as many 
scholars have done with both fundamentalists and, more recently, evangelicals, is to risk 
overlooking the power masked by strategic claims of marginality. 
Earlier generations of conservative Protestants had made a similar move, 
embracing marginality while also claiming to resent it. Though scholars tend to 
exaggerate how marginalized fundamentalists were after the Scopes Trial in 1925, their 
exaggerations are understandable given how loudly fundamentalists themselves 
proclaimed their exile. In a book that explores how “insiderhood” and “outsiderhood” 
shaped America, R. Laurence Moore attributes fundamentalists’ status anxiety to a 
combination of premillennialism, which predicted that “Christians would dwindle to a 
small, suffering minority” in the last days, and intellectual insecurity, which resulted 
                                                          
13 Moore, Religious Outsiders, 164-165.  
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from fundamentalists’ failure to take control of prestigious institutions of learning.14 
Fundamentalists thus embraced the position of “a beleaguered minority fighting with 
their backs to the wall” because it was theologically defensible and politically expedient, 
even lucrative.15 For instance, Moore writes of Baptist pastor J. Frank Norris that “it is 
difficult to say whether over the years he exaggerated more his importance or his 
unimportance.”16 Norris himself acknowledged that “being out” had benefited him more 
than “being in” in terms of reaching his audience.17 He and other fundamentalist leaders 
had found the power of appearing powerless; as a result, they highlighted their losses and 
made a show of their defeat at the hands of the mainline. The reality of their strength 
within mainline denominations and popular support among Americans were beside the 
point. They had transformed themselves into what Susan Harding would later call “the 
quintessential modern American outsider.”18  
At the same time, as Moore tells us, any rhetoric of deviance or conformity carries 
with it a “counterimage” that historians ignore at their peril. Embedded in any insider 
claim is the claimant’s anxiety about being perceived as an outsider; an outsider claim, by 
contrast, may work to disguise the claimant’s actual power. In other words, outsider and 
insider rhetorics are inextricable from each other; where one is present, the other lies just 
below the surface.19 This means that when we look at the outsider claims of 20th century 
                                                          
14 R. Laurence Moore, “Insiders and Outsiders in American Historical Narrative and American History,” 
The American Historical Review (1982): 405. See also Moore, Religious Outsiders, 165. 
15 Moore, Religious Outsiders, 163.  
16 Moore, Religious Outsiders, 164 
17 Moore, Religious Outsiders, 165 
18 Susan Friend Harding, The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist Language and Politics (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000), 63. 
19 Moore, “Insiders and Outsiders,” 397-98. 
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fundamentalists and, later, contemporary evangelicals, we must be attentive to what those 
claims mask and reveal about the group’s relationship to the purported mainstream. The 
outsider narrative is only one part of the story. It works together with the insider narrative 
to give white evangelicals the option to play either role. Sometimes, white evangelicals 
find it expedient to be insiders, to call on the authority of the founders to legitimize their                         
arguments. At other times, they achieve more power by claiming to be outsiders, even if 
that claim fails to reflect the reality of how dominant white Christians have been and 
remain in the United States.  
Outsiderhood has long been a source of power in both the Christian tradition and 
the American mind. The Hebrew Bible and the New Testament are replete with stories of 
righteous younger sons, victorious underdogs, and redeemed outcasts. The ancient 
Israelites were outsiders in Egypt, without power yet chosen by God. The Hebrew 
prophets were outsiders; so were the Apostles. According to the Gospels, Jesus himself 
preferred the company of the socially marginalized—lepers, prostitutes, children—to the 
company of those in power, who ultimately crucified him. These stories resonated with 
the early English settlers who shaped how American Christians would understand their 
role in the New World. The Pilgrims and Puritans saw themselves as righteous outsiders 
fleeing the oppressive Church of England, just as the Israelites fled Egypt. And when the 
colonies revolted against the powerful British Empire, there is no question that the 
Americans were the underdogs. Since the beginning, there has been something glamorous 
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about being an outsider in America, a nation that cheers for underdogs and vilifies 
establishments.20 
This reverence for the outsider grew even stronger in the second half of the 
twentieth century, when a wide range of white middle-class Americans began to depict 
themselves as outsiders. They saw in that identity an alluring sort of moral capital, the 
product of centuries of Christian and American tradition. seeing in that identity an 
alluring sort of moral capital. This romance of the outsider, as historian Grace Hale calls 
it, was “a knot of desire, fantasy, and identification…the belief that people somehow 
marginal to society possess cultural resources and values missing among other 
Americans.”21 From hippie counterculture to Jesus People to young political 
conservatives, these new “outsiders” found meaning and power in marginality, even as 
they retained the privileges that came with being white and middle-class. Whereas 
fundamentalists in previous decades had lamented their (admittedly often self-imposed) 
outsider status, the new outsiders celebrated their distance from the mainstream. By the 
end of the 1970s, the romance of the outsider had worked its way into fundamentalist and 
evangelical discourse as well. These conservative Protestants ceased to see their 
marginality as a loss and began to see it as an advantage, following the lead of Jerry 
Falwell among others.22 Conservative Christians learned to claim the moral authority of 
the outsider, and they turned that moral authority to a duty they have always felt was 
theirs: saving the nation.   
                                                          
20 This was particularly evident during the 2016 presidential election, both in the primaries and the general 
election. 
21 Hale, 1. 
22 Hale, 9.   
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Taking Back the Nation 
On July 4, 1976, Jerry Falwell celebrated the nation’s bicentennial with a call to 
action: “This idea of ‘religion and politics don’t mix’ was invented by the devil to keep 
Christians from running their own country,” he said.23 The Father of Lies had convinced 
conservative Christians that their place was on the political and cultural sidelines, but it 
was time for them to take back their rightful place at the center. This was an abrupt 
change of heart for Falwell, who had criticized Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. a decade 
earlier for being too political.24 But now, according to Falwell, the only way America 
could return to God and avert destruction was for Christians to return to politics. He 
called on his audience to join him in praying for restoration: “Will you be one of a 
consecrated few who will bear the burden for revival and pray, ‘O, God, save our nation. 
O, God, give us a revival. O, God, speak to our leaders?’ The destiny of our nation awaits 
your answer.”25 But his call to action did not stop with prayer. In that sermon and in 
many others that followed through the 1980s, he demanded political action as well.  
Falwell’s bicentennial sermon is an early example of how the Christian Right 
synthesized the insider and outsider narratives. The resulting jeremiad has a fairly simple 
plot, but that simplicity makes it quite malleable. At its most basic level, the story is this:  
Once upon a time, Christians founded this great nation and led American 
politics and culture, and the nation prospered. But in the twentieth century, 
Christians were exiled from their previous positions of power by an 
                                                          
23 Harding, 22. 
24 Prothero, Why Liberals Win the Culture Wars, 191. 
25 Harding, 120. 
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assortment of enemies, leading to the nation’s moral and political decline. 
Those enemies continue to sideline and persecute Christians even today. 
But Christians should stop accepting this status quo and fight to regain 
their position at the center.  
Using this jeremiad, the Christian Right asserted that they ought to be insiders, 
but they did so from an outsider position. They understood themselves to be in 
exile like ancient Israel, and they, too, sought to return from exile and reclaim 
their homeland.  
This form of the jeremiad has sufficient variables to allow it to be adapted to 
nearly any situation. The golden age of “once upon a time” might refer to the colonial 
period, or the founding era, or the 1950s.26 The critical moment when Christians were 
exiled might be the 1960s broadly, or it might be a specific moment such as the Supreme 
Court’s decisions on school prayer and Bible reading, or Roe v. Wade, or the introduction 
of evolution into classrooms. Likewise, the range of enemies is endless: liberals, 
secularists, feminists, multiculturalists, atheists, lesbians and gays, and political 
correctness are all standard options. The measures of moral and political decline range 
from international military power to divorce rates to standardized test scores.27 Only the 
call to action is relatively circumscribed: Christians can take a variety of political actions, 
whether in the form of calling their legislators, canvassing door-to-door, or even running 
for political office themselves, but they must do more than pray. They must reject the 
                                                          
26 Murphy, Prodigal Nation, 96. 
27 David Barton, America’s Godly Heritage (Aledo, TX: Wallbuilders, 1993). The booklet is a transcript of 
a Wallbuilders film by the same name. 
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“devil’s” idea that “religion and politics don’t mix.” They must tear down Jefferson’s 
wall of separation between church and state. They must get involved. However one fills 
in the blanks, the outsider narrative provides a template for understanding a particular 
event or series of events within a meaningful plot.28 Just as importantly, it offers a script 
for how evangelicals should respond.  
The Christian Right’s jeremiad rewrote earlier iterations of the outsider narrative 
just as it rewrote the insider narrative. The new outsider narrative drew on earlier 
fundamentalists’ theologically informed sense of alienation, but it also employed the 
1960s’ valorization of outsiders as inherently moral. It was catalyzed by the rapid cultural 
changes of the 1960s, which were tangible signs of the diminished influence of 
Christians, especially conservative Christians.29 Over the next four decades, elements of 
this outsider narrative shifted to a certain extent, depending on the social or political need 
of the moment. Most notably, the type of outsider it featured shifted. In the 1970s, 
evangelical outsiders understood themselves as exiles whose task was to return to power 
and reform the nation. By 2016, they understood themselves primarily as victims, whose 
primary concern was protecting their own religious beliefs and practices, whether or not 
the nation followed. Despite this shift, the core of the narrative remained, defining how 
generations of white American evangelicals understood themselves vis-à-vis the nation. 
 
 
                                                          
28 In this, it functions as a public narrative; See Ammerman, 214. 
29 Putnam and Campbell, 70-133.  
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Majority in Exile 
Newsweek may have hailed 1976 as the “Year of the Evangelical,” but 
evangelicals still understood themselves as marginal.30 They clung to their outsider 
identity even as they gained political, cultural, and economic power, and their dominant 
motif in this period was exile.31 Like ancient Israel, they had been exiled from their 
homeland, not literally but metaphorically, in the sense that they were absent from most 
mainstream political and cultural institutions following the Scopes Trial. And, also like 
ancient Israel, they wanted to take their nation back from its conquerors and rebuild. In 
his 1979 sermon “A Day of Many Solomons,” Falwell called his followers to action: 
For too long, we have sat back and said politics are for the people in 
Washington, business is for those on Wall Street, and religion is our 
business. But the fact is, you cannot separate the sacred and the 
secular…If we are going to turn this country around, we have to get God’s 
people mobilized in the right direction and we must do it quickly… If all 
the fundamentalists knew who to vote for and did it together, we could 
elect anybody. If every one of these people could be intelligently taught 
and mobilized, brother, we could turn this nation upside down for God… 
                                                          
30 “Born Again! The Evangelicals,” Newsweek, October 25, 1976. 
31 For an account of the inroads white evangelicals made into American institutions in this period, see D. 
Michael Lindsay, Faith in the Halls of Power: How Evangelicals Joined the American Elite (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008).  
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We preachers have to teach some Solomons how to build a new national 
house. This nation has to be rebuilt…32 
But he was not the only one to say so. Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina wrote in 
1977 that Americans must follow the example of the ancient Israelites and “once again 
rise up and reclaim their nation from the slothful, divisive, prodigal, and treacherous 
individuals who have bartered away our freedoms for a mess of pottage.”33 Others made 
the same claim in less explicitly biblical terms. Richard John Neuhaus critiqued the 
secular elites who “systematically excluded from policy consideration the operative 
values of the American people, values that are overwhelmingly grounded in religious 
belief.” The result was the phrase he made famous: “the naked public square.”34 Harold 
O.J. Brown also warned of the danger of exiling Christians—“the custodians of the 
values of our civilization”—from public-policy making. To do so, he said, would 
“deprive our whole society of the richest source of ethical insight.”35 In short, the 
Christian Right’s early message was that Christians had been exiled and America was 
suffering as a consequence. 
It is worth noting here the productive tension between the exile motif and the 
moniker chosen by Falwell: the “Moral Majority.” While Falwell’s group by no means 
                                                          
32 Harding, 127. In this passage, Falwell is fusing two biblical stories: the story of Solomon, who built the 
First Temple (1 Kings 6: 1-38), and the story of the rebuilding of Jerusalem’s temple and walls (described 
in Ezra and Nehemiah).  
33 Jesse Helms, When Free Men Shall Stand (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1977), 120-121. See also 
Michael Lienesch, Redeeming America: Piety and Politics in the New Christian Right (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 157-8. 
34 Richard John Neuhaus, The Naked Public Square: Religion and Democracy in America, 2d ed. (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1984), 37. See also Miller, 88. 
35 Robert Wuthnow, “The Political Rebirth of American Evangelicals,” in The New Christian Right: 
Mobilization and Legitimation, eds. Robert C. Liebman and Robert Wuthnow (New York: Aldine, 1983), 
178. 
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represented the whole of the Christian Right, the Christian Right did claim to represent 
the moral views of the majority of Americans. Richard Viguerie wrote in 1981, “There is 
a new majority in America, and it is being led by the New Right,” which is “in harmony 
with the deepest sentiments of the American people.”36 In this respect, Falwell was 
conjuring up the founders narrative. This majority, however, was in exile from the 
institutions of political and cultural power, which were held by what Falwell and others 
called “the godless minority.”37 We thus should not conflate the claim to numerical 
superiority with a claim to political dominance. The generative power of the image of an 
exiled Moral Majority lay precisely in its dissonance. It seemed illogical in a democracy 
that a minority could seize power, but the Christian Right argued that this is precisely 
what had happened. That dissonance justified the majority’s efforts to retake their rightful 
place in command of the nation’s political and cultural institutions.  
The Christian Right’s image as an exiled majority allowed them to benefit from 
both insider and outsider rhetoric in this period. While they claimed to represent the 
values of the majority, they did not hesitate to draw on the language and strategies of 
other outsider groups. By the late 1970s, there was already a cultural script for outsider 
groups seeking acceptance in the mainstream, a script used by movements for civil rights, 
women’s rights, gay rights, and so on. Conservative Christians found that this script fit 
their cause as well. “It’s amazing what we’ve learned from feminists and the other side,” 
Falwell said in 1982. “Civil rights people had that kind of backbone to stand up for their 
                                                          
36 Richard A. Viguerie, The New Right: We’re Ready to Lead (Falls Church, VA: The Viguerie Company, 
1981), 7, 16. 
37 Jerry Falwell, “Introduction,” in Viguerie, The New Right. See also Liebman and Wuthnow, 1-9. 
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freedom, and Christians better have that kind of backbone, too.”38 Others, like pollster 
George Gallup Jr., called for conservative Christians to “bring [their] religious feelings 
out of the closet.” 39 They should not be satisfied with being “second-class,” according to 
Pat Robertson.40 They positioned themselves alongside other persecuted outsiders in mid-
twentieth century America, and it proved an effective strategy. By the end of the Reagan 
administration, evangelicals had become a powerful voting bloc and a core constituency 
of the Republican Party. Falwell shut down the Moral Majority in 1989, saying he had 
succeeded in his mission of activating the Christian Right. 41 Even as they gained power, 
however, they continued to play the role of exile when it was expedient, adapting it to 
better fit their new roles in the highest echelons of government.  
 
From Exiles to Victims 
Under the leadership of Robertson and Ralph Reed’s Christian Coalition, 
conservative Christians became a new kind of outsider. Previously, they had imagined 
themselves as exiles longing for home. In the 1990s, however, they were more like exiles 
who had returned home only to find themselves unwelcome there. They had gained entry 
to the halls of power, but they maintained their outsider posture by highlighting the 
resistance their presence inspired. Such resistance was real—the 1994 elections in 
                                                          
38 Harding, 9.  
39 Miller, 19. 
40 Lienesch, 46. Falwell made similar remarks about Christians being “second-class citizens”; see Hale, 
256. 
41 "Scrapping the Moral Majority After ten years of bashing liberals, Falwell folds his tent," Time, June 26, 
1989, 26. Arguably, his real motive for shutting it down was that it was ineffectual by that point; see 
Prothero, Why Liberals Win the Culture Wars, 224. 
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particular sparked a media frenzy over the evangelical takeover of the Republican 
Party—but it was also convenient for evangelical leaders who had built their brand as 
outsiders. Reed in particular seemed to relish the opposition to conservative Christians in 
government, invoking it even while insisting that the Christian Right was playing by the 
same rules as everyone else. During the 1994 elections, he said, “Other movements have 
gone through phases similar to ours. Civil rights activists and feminists started in the 
trenches and then obtained mainstream political power. Now it’s our turn. If moderates 
complain, they have to keep in mind that we’re the ones licking the envelopes and 
burning the shoe leather. The only crime that the Christian Right has committed is the 
crime of democracy.”42 By 1996, he would acknowledge that their efforts had paid off: 
conservative Christians were “no longer greenhorns throwing rocks at the castle” but 
were “actually inside the castle.” 43  Even then, however, his characterization of his 
constituents as “greenhorns” reflected the useful derision directed at them by the 
mainstream. Reed acknowledged that he had gained power, but he seemed not quite 
ready to give up his posture as an exile. 
At the same time, some of the Christian Coalition’s rhetoric hinted at the shift in 
roles that was to come in the twenty-first century, as evangelicals began to play the role 
of victims in addition to the role of exiles. They recast their core issues in liberal terms of 
                                                          
42 “Has the Christian Right Taken Over the Republican Party?” Campaigns and Elections 15 (September 
1994): 20-24.  
43 Even that comment, however, encapsulates the purported disdain of the mainstream for evangelicals 
(“greenhorns”), and it carries at least a hint of class anxiety (“castle”). See Ralph Reed, Active Faith: How 
Christians Are Changing the Face of American Politics (New York: Free Press, 1996), 144-45. See also D. 
G. Hart, From Billy Graham to Sarah Palin: Evangelicals and the Betrayal of Conservatism (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 2011), 137.  
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rights and freedoms, rather than God-given morality. They turned abortion into a debate 
over the “rights of the unborn” and school prayer into a matter of “students’ rights”; 
conversely, they attacked the gay rights movement, for seeking “special rights” over and 
above those afforded to heterosexuals. They also coopted liberals’ terms for their 
opponents, accusing them of “bigotry” and “discrimination.”44 They claimed to be asking 
only that their rights be respected alongside those of other minorities. Mike Farris, 
founder of the Home School Legal Defense Association, told Newsweek in 1994 that if 
black students could opt out of reading Mark Twain because of racial slurs in the text, 
then “religious Christians shouldn’t be forced to read books that are offensive to them.”45 
As he saw it, schools were discriminating against Christians by treating them differently 
from other protected groups. The American Center for Law and Justice (ACLJ) was 
founded at Regent University in Virginia in 1990 to protect “the rights of Christians.” Its 
chief counsel, Jay Sekulow, said at the time, “We are on the offensive. We will no longer 
stand for Christians being victims.”46 This was a far cry from Falwell’s call to “take back 
America.” The Christian Right of the Clinton years was slowly but surely shifting toward 
the language of victimization that would characterize it in the new millennium.  
Yet in the 1990s this outsider rhetoric existed in palpable tension with the reality 
of the Christian Right’s power. In 1994, Republicans took control of both houses of 
Congress for the first time in forty years, due in large part to the efforts of Robertson and 
                                                          
44 Matthew Moen, “From Revolution to Evolution: The Changing Nature of the Christian Right,” Sociology 
of Religion 55, no. 3 (Fall 1994): 352. See also Melvin I. Urofsky and Martha May, eds., The New 
Christian Right: Political and Social Issues (New York: Routledge, 1996), 356. 
45 Urofsky and May, 56. 
46 Urofsky and May, xvi. 
119 
Reed’s Christian Coalition.47 They were well-funded and well-organized, enough to 
impeach a Democratic president later in the decade. Nonetheless, they maintained their 
posture as outsiders fighting for every ounce of political capital. In this, they were aided 
and abetted by the media: journalists routinely wrote about the conservative Christian 
“takeover” of the Republican party, portraying Christians as interlopers at best. 
Occasionally, their portrayals were openly hostile. In 1993, the Washington Post 
famously characterized the Christian Right’s supporters as “largely poor, uneducated, and 
easy to command.”48 The leaders of the Christian Right harnessed the ensuing outrage by 
accusing the media of elitism and handing out buttons that read “poor, uneducated, and 
easy to command” to their supporters on Capitol Hill. Far from hurting evangelicals 
politically, such disdain generated politically expedient outrage at the grassroots level. In 
the months before the 1994 election, political analyst Sara Diamond warned against 
dismissing the Christian Right as “extremists”: to do so, she said, would only “increase 
their claimed underdog status.”49 She was right to recognize that continuing to treat 
evangelicals as outsiders only strengthened them. Doing so obscured the fact that 
conservative Christians were no longer really political outsiders at all; yet the Christian 
Right continued to benefit from the claim that it represented an exiled or victimized 
majority. 
                                                          
47 Nearly sixty percent of successful congressional candidates in 1994 received backing from the Christian 
Coalition. See Kevin Coe and David Domke, “Petitioners or Prophets? Presidential Discourse, God, and the 
Ascendance of Religious Conservatives,” Journal of Communication 56 (2006): 312. 
48 Miller, 109. 
49 Sara Diamond, "Watch on the Right: The Christian Right's Anti-Gay Agenda." The Humanist 54.4 
(1994): 32. 
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None of this is to say that the Christian Right did not suffer losses during the 
1990s. On the contrary, they lost important battles, not least of which was the battle to 
remove President Bill Clinton from office over his involvement with Monica Lewinsky. 
That loss proved profoundly destabilizing, as it underscored the fact that if there ever had 
been a “moral majority” in the United States, it was now nowhere to be found. 
Approximately two-thirds of Americans opposed the impeachment process, and when 
Clinton was acquitted, he had an approval rating of seventy-three percent.50 In the 
aftermath of the impeachment hearings, some pundits celebrated what they thought was 
the end of the Christian Right, and some conservative Christians did exit the political 
arena and call for an end to the culture wars. 51 But to take these losses as evidence for the 
outsider narrative is to miss the counterimage embedded in that narrative. As Moore 
points out, declarations of marginality tend to indicate that the self-proclaimed outsiders 
are sure of their significance and security, and conservative Christians in the 1990s were 
both a significant political force and securely entrenched in the Republican Party. 52 They 
may have failed to impeach Clinton, but they set the topics and terms of policy debates in 
D.C. for most of his administration, and they made significant gains on issues like Don’t 
Ask, Don’t Tell and religious liberty in the public schools. They also consolidated power 
at both the state and local levels, including city councils and school boards.53 By the end 
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of the decade, they had found their way into all levels of American political life, where 
they would remain for the foreseeable future.  
 
For Sale: Christian America 
 Like the insider narrative of the Christian heritage of the nation, the outsider 
narrative has permeated white American evangelicalism since the 1970s. In addition to 
the discourse of elite pastors and politicians, one important medium for the spread of this 
narrative was advertising. A successful advertisement persuades the consumer that she 
needs the advertised product, whether or not she recognized that need before. The 
outsider narrative is an ideal vehicle for such advertising, and Christian heritage tours are 
by no means the only evangelical businesses to take advantage of it. The outsider 
narrative describes the loss of “Christian America,” opening a space for products that 
promise to restore it, at least in part, by offering “Christian” versions of mainstream 
products. Christian book publishers, Christian music producers, Christian fitness 
classes—all these and more are predicated on the notion that Christians are outsiders to 
mainstream culture. An entire subcultural economy depends on Christian consumers 
feeling excluded by non-Christian products.54  
A cynic might suggest that the outsider narrative is only a marketing tool, 
deployed to convince the gullible to make a purchase, and we should not overlook the 
fact that companies profit from evangelical consumers’ self-identification as outsiders. 
                                                          
Precincts: The Christian Right in the 1998 Elections (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 
2000).  
54 See Miller, The Age of Evangelicalism; Hendershot, Shaking the World for Jesus; Frykholm, Rapture 
Culture.  
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However, the outsider narrative is a complex phenomenon that cannot be reduced to a 
mere tool of the market. It does make for a successful marketing strategy precisely 
because it resonates with white evangelicals; moreover, its success leads companies to 
keep using it, which only strengthens its salience among evangelicals as they hear it over 
and over. Marketing for Christian products is one way in which the outsider narrative is 
produced and disseminated as a public narrative among white evangelicals. It both turns a 
profit for companies that know how to deploy it and perpetuates evangelicals’ sense that 
they are outsiders.  
 Christian heritage tours rely heavily on the outsider narrative to convince 
potential customers that they need to purchase a tour in order to repair their damaged 
view of American history. In their marketing, tour companies juxtapose the outsider and 
insider narratives by first highlighting the ways in which Christianity is excluded in 
American history, then suggesting that, once upon a time, Christianity occupied the very 
center of American politics and culture. The tension between the two narratives sets up 
the central theme of Christian heritage tours: Christianity has been exiled from the public 
square in a way that the founders never intended. The omission of Christianity from 
American history books is a subplot in this greater story of exile and return. Tours’ 
marketing materials lay out this problem and describe the dire consequences that will 
follow if Christians remain on the margins. The solution, they say, is for Christians to 
recover the “lost episodes” of American history and retake their place at the center. 
Conveniently, they can do all of this if they Register Now! for a Christian heritage tour. 
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 Most tourists first encounter the idea of a Christian heritage tour through online, 
print, or radio advertisements. They see slogans like Behold the Power of Place, Reclaim 
America’s Christian Roots, or Hear the Rest of the Story emblazoned across images of 
D.C.’s most famous sites. This combination of slogans and images captures the spirit of 
the tours, suggesting that there is more to the story than is commonly known, that the lost 
knowledge has something to do with Christianity, and that the best way to recover it is to 
encounter the sacred space of the nation’s capital. The advertisements indicate right away 
that these tours are about more than just seeing the sites like everyone else; these tours 
are about reclaiming America’s Christian heritage.  
The marketing for Christian heritage tours is based on the claim that something is 
missing in current accounts of American history. As one tour company’s website put it in 
2015, “Critical and necessary information has been systematically removed from the 
teaching of American History, creating a missing ‘gap.’ It so happens that the missing 
gap contained the legacy left to today’s Christians. They have been effectively robbed of 
that inheritance.” Another advertisement warned potential tourists that “the stories of 
America’s beginnings involving the influence of God and Christianity have been 
effectively purged.”  In their marketing, Christian heritage tours raise the alarm that 
something is missing in popular accounts of American history. During the tour 
experience, they make the follow-up move to name what once filled the gap. The missing 
piece is often described in terms of a legacy, an inheritance, or even a birthright; 
American Christians are entitled to this knowledge, but it has been withheld from them.  
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Another key move in the marketing formula is to name the parties responsible for 
the sin of omission. One tour promises to “clearly illustrate how God used people of 
faith, in critical roles, at critical times. None of these stories appear in school textbooks 
anymore.” Schools are a recurring villain in these stories, especially public schools. But 
they are not the only villain. Another tour highlights a testimonial from a past customer 
who blames the media that “will only give you one side,” and “Hollywood” is often 
blamed as well.  The most frequent culprits, however, are “secularists,” a category that 
encompasses any person or group that opposes a privileged position for Christianity in 
the United States. “Wielding misapplied separation of church and state arguments, 
secular groups have worked tirelessly to remove references to God and Christianity from 
America’s public life,” proclaims one website’s introduction. Included in the ranks of 
secularists are academics in general and historians in particular, especially those who 
criticize America or Americans. One tour’s sample itinerary derisively refers to 
“Historians” in scare quotes, while others remind readers of the academy’s liberal bias 
that distorts real history. Not every advertisement names the parties responsible; the 
target audience already knows who to blame. The outsider narrative has a familiar 
rotating cast of villains who can be called upon at any point. The important takeaway for 
potential tourists is that someone is responsible for the gap in their knowledge of 
American Christian history. 
Marketing materials then remind their audience of the false history that has come 
to fill the gap and challenge its veracity. “You’ve heard the stories about this being a 
secular nation, and the stories that the Founders were all deists,” writes one tour 
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company, “but is that the case?” The litany of hearsay goes on: “Most folks believe the 
phrase ‘separation of church and state’ is part of the Declaration of Independence or the 
Constitution. Is that true?” This marketing strategy primes the audience to question its 
received knowledge of American history, and it also separates them out from “most 
folks.” A key feature of Christian heritage tours is the opposition between the Christian 
tourists who are “in the know” and their secular counterparts who are ignorant of the real 
history of the nation. Tour companies’ advertisements are the first step in setting up this 
dynamic, and they do so by suggesting to potential tourists that they do not want to be on 
the side of ignorance. They want to know more than “most folks.”  
In case the promise of knowledge is insufficient motivation, however, many 
companies also offer dire warnings about what happens when the truth of history is lost. 
“A people without a heritage are easily persuaded,” one website warns in a quotation 
attributed to “Karl Marx, Father of modern communism.” Another popular warning is 
George Orwell’s statement that “whoever controls the present, controls the past; whoever 
controls the past, controls the future.” A more moderate approach quotes Abraham 
Lincoln: “History is not history, unless it is the truth.” Each case underscores the 
importance of accurate history, suggesting to potential tourists that it is their 
responsibility to protect American history from the omissions and distortions perpetrated 
by public schools, the media, secularists, and the academy. In this the advertisements 
adhere closely to the form of the Christian heritage genre. The well-being of the nation is 
at stake in this battle over its history.  
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After setting up this problem, the advertisements reveal the solution: the audience 
must uncover the truth of Christianity’s role in American history. As with any good 
marketing strategy, that solution is the product for sale. Christian heritage tours of 
Washington, D.C., offer tourists “the rest of the story.” One typical tour promises to 
“expose and resurrect the true history of our nation’s founding as a people deeply rooted 
in faith, finally giving Christians everywhere an accurate portrayal of America envisioned 
by its founders.” In a quintessentially Protestant move, that true history is said to be 
found in the original texts of the Founders themselves. “What do the Founders’ own 
writings (not the writings of a 20th century author) tell us about their beliefs?” asks one 
company’s website. “When you see their words engraved in stone, and hear what else 
they had to say, it becomes clear their intent was to forge a nation built on Christian 
principles.” Another company similarly promises to demonstrate in the Founders’ “actual 
words…their beliefs that America would be exceptional, a blessed nation—One Nation 
Under God!” In all of their advertisements, Christian heritage tours promise to recover 
what has been lost, to fill the missing gap with the truth. Washington, D.C., is sold 
(literally) as incontrovertible evidence for America’s Christian heritage.   
 This use of the outsider narrative to sell “Christian America” works because it 
resonates with how white evangelicals already understand their relationship to the nation. 
Tourists themselves consistently drew on the outsider narrative in explaining their 
decision to join a Christian heritage tour. In follow-up interviews and in casual 
conversations, they expressed their doubt that they would hear anything about 
Christianity on tours run by secular companies or on official tours offered at sites such 
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the Capitol. They chose a Christian heritage tour because they wanted to experience D.C. 
from a “Christian perspective.” Some referred to a “Christian focus” or even “Christian 
flavor” that they found appealing. For those who had visited D.C. previously, this 
Christian perspective was what distinguished this trip from the others. “I just wanted to 
have an understanding of it [DC] from a Christian perspective and just see, be able to 
bring it all to life again,” said one woman from Texas. Another woman mentioned her 
regret that when she and her husband had visited D.C. with their children a decade 
earlier, they did not see the “Christian aspect” that she witnessed on the Christian 
heritage tour. However they phrased it, the tourists took for granted that there was a 
tangible difference between a tour with a “Christian perspective” and one without it. An 
ordinary tour was dismissed as incomplete and inadequate; they wanted the Christian 
version.  
The Christian perspective of the tours was particularly important to tourists who 
brought their children or grandchildren to D.C. One woman mentioned that she chose the 
tour for its “Christian value and educational value” for her children. A father from the 
West Coast explained that it was a long trip, but something he and his wife wanted to 
provide for their children: “It’s important for them to see, here’s your nation’s history, its 
beginnings, its roots, its monuments, its government, and then also put in that Christian 
flavor.” He later added that he hoped the trip to D.C. would “preempt” the secularist 
agenda his children would encounter in public school history classes: “If they hear the 
Christian perspective first, and then they hear the secular perspective, they’re kind of in 
tune to a potential agenda that might go with it.” For this family and several others, a 
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Christian heritage tour was a way of defending their children against the sort of distortion 
of history that the tours’ marketing warned about.  
The outsider narrative shapes both the marketing of Christian heritage tours and 
tourists’ own explanations for why they choose to participate. The insider narrative also 
plays a role in the tours’ marketing by defining what has been lost and must be recovered 
through the experience of the tour. Used in this way, these two narratives start to shape 
how tourists experience D.C. before they even arrive. As public narratives, they are 
flexible scripts into which tourists can plot what they hear and see on the tours.  
 
Unmarked Protestantism 
Counterintuitive as it may seem, Christian heritage tours expend significant effort 
in convincing tourists that they and their fellow Christians are unwelcome outsiders not 
just in D.C. but in the United States more broadly. They take up the jeremiad that was 
developed by Jerry Falwell, Ralph Reed, and other leaders of the Christian Right, and 
they use it to shape tourists’ experience of D.C. They advertise Christian heritage tours 
by using the outsider narrative to create a need for their product, telling potential 
customers hear that they have been fed false history by an anti-Christian government. The 
solution they offer is the insider narrative, brought to life through tourists’ experience of 
D.C. from a Christian perspective. The two narratives continue to work together 
throughout tourists’ time in D.C. Guides bracket each Christian heritage story and site 
with the outsider narrative, reminding tourists that they would not hear this from other 
sources and that their birthright as American Christians is endangered. Guides also play 
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off of tourists’ familiarity with the outsider narrative, encouraging them to remember 
what they have heard from other sources about how Christianity is being pushed to the 
margins. By deploying the insider and outsider narratives in these ways, the tours fuel 
tourists’ sense of alienation from mainstream America and cast them in the role of exiles.  
If these tours are designed to show that America is a Christian nation, why do 
they spend so much time convincing tourists that today’s Christians are outsiders? This 
emphasis on the outsider narrative accomplishes two important tasks. The first is that the 
outsider narrative opens a space for an alternative, Christian-centric account of American 
history, even as it insulates that account from criticism.55 Tour guides’ frequent refrain of 
“You might have heard…” is more than just a convenient rhetorical device. Tourists 
really might have heard conflicting accounts of American history from sources they trust. 
The outsider narrative discredits mainstream versions of American history by telling a 
story in which the government, public schools, and academia are working overtime to 
expunge Christianity from the historical record. This narrative gives tourists a reason to 
mistrust anything they “might have heard.” Tour guides thus challenge the legitimacy of 
what tourists have heard from other sources, making room for the Christian heritage 
version of American history. The outsider narrative also gives them a framework into 
which they can plot future challenges to the Christian heritage story, and it allows them to 
dismiss any critique they later encounter as anti-Christian bias.56  
                                                          
55 This approach especially undermines academic criticism by painting academics as uniquely biased 
against Christianity. Writers of Christian heritage history books, including Barton, make a similar move. 
56 This is one of the functions of a public narrative. See Somers, 619; Ammerman, 214. 
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The second task of the outsider narrative is to maintain tension between white 
evangelicals and what they see as the American mainstream, tension that is essential to 
these evangelicals’ subcultural identity. As Christian Smith has shown, if a religious 
group is to thrive in a diverse society, it must make diversity work for it rather than 
against it. One way to do this is for the group to incorporate its opposition to what it sees 
as the mainstream into its identity narrative. This, in essence, is what the outsider 
narrative does. It makes “tension, conflict, and threat” a defining feature of white 
American evangelicalism; mainstream opposition therefore does not destabilize the 
subculture’s identity, but rather reinforces it.57  According to Smith, the key to 
maintaining the necessary degree of tension is for the religious subculture to practice 
“both clear cultural distinction and intense social engagement.”58 In other words, there 
must be enough contact between the subculture and the mainstream that they remain 
relevant outgroups to each other, but they must be sufficiently different that their 
interactions produce the necessary tension. Smith argues that contemporary American 
evangelicalism, unlike twentieth century fundamentalism or mainline Protestantism, is 
well-equipped to adapt to this subcultural role in a religiously diverse society.59 It is, as 
he says, “embattled and thriving.” 
However, Smith’s subcultural account of American evangelicalism fails to take 
into account one crucial thing: history. He neglects to address the historical dominance of 
Protestant Christianity in American politics and culture that lasted well into the twentieth 
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58 Smith, American Evangelicalism, 90. 
59 Smith, American Evangelicalism, 89-90. 
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century. Christian heritage proponents are not wrong when they argue that Christianity 
has played an important role in many moments of American history.60 The reason it 
matters here is that today’s so-called mainstream has been shaped by those centuries of 
Christian influence, to the point that its Christian features are so taken for granted that 
they go unnoticed. Lynne Gerber has argued that this implicit Christian dimension of 
“mainstream” America creates a convenient resemblance between it and the [white] 
evangelical subculture. The two agree, for instance, on moral discourses around weight 
and health because of their Christian influences.61  Because of the historical dominance of 
Christianity, the values of evangelicals and the mainstream align more often than it would 
first appear.62 The result of this “unmarked Protestantism” is that evangelicals can easily 
engage with the purported mainstream when their values align without sacrificing their 
sense of being outsiders.63  
Building on Gerber’s critique of Smith, I argue that just as unmarked 
Protestantism enables evangelicals’ engagement with the culture around them, so too 
does it complicate evangelicals’ efforts to distinguish themselves from the mainstream. 
The tension needed for the evangelical subculture to “thrive” does not arise as naturally 
as Smith’s model suggests; the subculture has too much in common with the still 
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implicitly Christian mainstream. Instead, evangelical leaders must manufacture the 
necessary tension through rhetorical means, by casting themselves as outsiders. This is 
what the outsider narrative accomplishes: it creates tension by teaching evangelicals to 
see themselves as exiles or victims, always at the mercy of a hostile mainstream culture. 
By studying the lived history of Christian heritage tours, we can see this dynamic 
in action. Though the tours’ stated purpose is to teach tourists about Christianity’s 
profound influence on the nation, doing so risks undermining evangelicals’ sense of 
being “in the world but not of it.” Framing every Christian heritage site or story with the 
outsider narrative solves this problem. Tourists hear that they are outsiders before and 
after they hear about the mythical past in which people like them were insiders. The 
outsider narrative distances tourists from the Christian heritage stories they hear by 
repeatedly asserting that those stories are history. Regardless of how important 
Christianity was in the American past, it is said to have little or no bearing on the present. 
It may, however, return to impact the future of the nation.  
The outsider narrative is an important strategy to maintain white evangelicals’ 
sense of alienation during Christian heritage tours. The same is true of their subculture 
more broadly. The outsider narrative helps to shore up the subculture’s tension with the 
mainstream when it seems that perhaps evangelicals are more insiders than outsiders. The 
reality is that nearly every aspect of American politics and culture is marked by the 
legacy of Christianity, and evangelicals remain a powerful force in the United States 
today. The outsider narrative undermines this reality by providing evangelicals with a 
plot in which they play the role of exiles. It teaches them to look for ways in which they 
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are oppressed rather than privileged. And it shifts their focus to events that fit into this 
story of alienation, leading them to disregard events (or objects) that might cast them in a 
different role.  
When they take on the role of exiles, white evangelicals still do not cede any 
power. Whereas the role of founders claims the authority of tradition to be on their side, 
the role of exiles claims the moral high ground of the outsider. In a nation steeped in 
Christian reverence for the marginalized, casting oneself as the underdog is a savvy 
political move. Recent American presidents (and presidential candidates) have capitalized 
on this attitude, claiming to run as outsiders even when they were working in tandem 
with the establishment. White evangelicals make the same move every day, to similar 
effect. American culture gives power to both founders and exiles, and the flexible identity 




 Perched atop Mount Saint Alban in the northwest quadrant of DC, the 
Washington National Cathedral is an eye-catching silhouette in the capital’s skyline. Its 
imposing neo-Gothic edifice brings to mind the great cathedrals of Europe, while its 
decorative details reflect its American context. Flags of the fifty states line the nave, and 
the stained glass windows depict stories from the Bible alongside American 
achievements such as the moon landing. Congress has designated the cathedral as the 
“National House of Prayer,” and most events that require a collective expression of 
religion on behalf of the nation are held here, including presidential funerals and 
memorial services such as that following the September 11th terrorist attacks. It is by far 
the most prominent symbol of Christianity in DC, and the fact that the United States even 
has a national church could be taken to indicate the central place of Christianity in the 
nation. But despite all this, most Christian heritage tours make a point of not visiting it.  
 As far as Christian tourists are concerned, the National Cathedral hardly 
represents Christianity at all, as it is affiliated with the liberal-leaning Episcopal church. 
Tourists take issue with everything from the church’s architecture (too elaborate) to its 
interfaith services (too inclusive).1 Their main criticism, however, is that same-sex 
weddings have been performed at the cathedral since 2013. When I asked one guide why 
the itinerary did not include the cathedral, he summed up this objection: “We’re basically 
                                                          
1 One guide mentioned his disappointment that the cathedral invited an imam to lead a Muslim prayer 
service.  
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a conservative group of people, and the National Cathedral started marrying 
homosexuals. And so, they’re an active Episcopal church, they made the decision to do 
that, so we just made the decision not to support that, you know. As soon as I tell our 
people that reason, they fully understand, because they’re not supportive of that either.” 
Instead of hailing the cathedral as a prominent symbol of Christian power in the nation’s 
capital, Christian tour guides present it as emblematic of the corruption of mainline 
Protestantism, corruption that had been enshrined on the highest hill in Washington, D.C. 
Another guide told me that they may call it a national cathedral, but its bells rang to 
celebrate gay marriage. “Clearly,” he said, “God has left the building.” 
Evangelical tourists feel like outsiders at the National Cathedral, but their 
alienation is different than at other sites. Here they are not exiles, but victims. The 
Supreme Court has deemed their values regressive and unconstitutional, and they feel 
persecuted by a society that has left them behind. Christian heritage tours draw on the 
long tradition of Christian persecution and martyrdom to make tourists feel like a 
besieged minority, strangers in what Jerry Falwell once called “their own country.”2 
Tourists’ encounters with omnipresent security fuels their sense of victimization, while 
tour guides depict American Christians as victims. Even the founders are said to be 
persecuted post-mortem. 
These stories reflect a feeling that is widespread among white American 
evangelicals. In 2016, fifty-nine percent of white evangelical Protestants believed that 
                                                          
2 This feeling echoes a broader feeling among white conservative Americans, who, as Hochschild has 
documented, feel like they are strangers in their own land, which has been taken over by “line-cutters” who 
have not played by the rules. See Hochschild, 135-151. 
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America was no longer a Christian nation, up from forty-eight percent in 2012. 3 Seventy-
seven percent of white evangelicals felt that discrimination against Christians in America 
was as great a problem as discrimination against racial or ethnic minority groups.4 
According to Robert P. Jones, CEO of the Public Religion Research Institute, these 
findings indicate that evangelicals are mourning the demise of “white Christian 
America.”5 Their “anger, anxiety, and insecurity” derive from their sense of loss: where 
once they reigned unquestioned over politics and culture (or so they believe), they must 
now negotiate or cede territory to newcomers. This sense of victimization was present 
during the Clinton administration, particularly after the impeachment proceedings that 
failed to remove him from office, but it was during the Obama administration that white 
evangelicals fully developed their role as victims. The subtle difference in language has 
real consequences for evangelicals’ political activity. In their exile role, white 
evangelicals are interested in reforming the nation to conform to their values; as victims, 
they are ostensibly interested only in protecting themselves and their own religious 
beliefs and practices. 
Yet both of the outsider roles, exiles and victims, are at odds with the founders 
role, and nowhere is that tension more evident than in tourists’ interactions with D.C.’s 
                                                          
3 Significantly, they believed that America was once a Christian nation but no longer is. See Robert P. 
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Christian material culture. Myriad Christian objects, images, and inscriptions support the 
insider narrative, which is convenient at moments when tourists want to claim the role of 
founders. But when tourists want to play an outsider role, those Christian objects are 
disruptive rather than supportive. In response, tourists find ways to defend their 
marginality by rejecting the objects’ insider narrative. Just as tourists invoke physical 
threats to Christian objects to corroborate their claim to exile (see Chapter 3), they invoke 
contextual and interpretive threats to objects to cast themselves as victims. Though they 
have traveled to D.C. in order to see these objects—the evidence of America’s Christian 
heritage, in their view—they respond not with celebration but with lament. As they see it, 
D.C.’s Christian objects, like American Christians themselves, are endangered by a 
government and a society that persecute believers. 
Christian tourists’ interactions with D.C.’s material culture reveal two things. The 
first is how white evangelicals negotiate the clash between the insider and outsider 
narratives so as to maintain both. When material evidence appears to suggest that 
evangelicals remain insiders, at least to some degree, they respond by invoking a threat to 
the evidence, repositioning themselves as outsiders by claiming it will be (or already has 
been) removed, negated, or distorted in some fashion. Second, these interactions 
complicate how scholars understand the role of material culture in the construction and 
maintenance of religious identity. Most studies of religious material culture have focused 
on how objects stabilize religious identity. Scholars understand objects as expressing or 
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shaping identity, or as a means of stabilizing an unstable socially constructed world.6 
However, the objects highlighted by Christian heritage tours demonstrate that material 
culture is just as capable of destabilizing religious identity. 
This chapter examines how Christian tourists claim the role of victim by invoking 
threats to American history, Christian objects, and themselves. It then looks at how the 
rhetoric of victimization has come to dominate white evangelical discourse in the twenty-
first century. Finally, it turns to the broader question of how D.C.’s material culture 
illuminates the incongruities of the outsider and insider narratives and considers how 
white evangelicals move strategically between their outsider and insider roles. 
 
Strangers in a Strange Land 
Christian heritage tourists draw on a variety of experiences in D.C. to support 
their victim role, including the simple discomfort of being a tourist. All tourists are by 
definition outsiders, and the Christian heritage tour is a liminal experience that takes 
tourists away from their ordinary lives. Far from home, they are surrounded largely by 
strangers and living in a big city that they cannot navigate on their own. In addition, they 
are seeing as many sites as possible in a few days, which invariably leaves them 
exhausted and resentful of the hot sun, long walks, and crowded venues, not to mention 
the high prices for food and souvenirs. Even something as mundane as the lack of tour 
bus parking sparks complaints. In some ways, tourists feel that the city itself is 
                                                          
6 Morgan, Visual Piety, 9. See also Tweed, ““Mary’s Rain and God’s Umbrella”; Baker, ““Robes, Fiery 
Crosses, and the American Flag”; Elias, “Truck Decoration and Religious Identity.”  
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oppressing them, and the way they navigate D.C. as tourists contributes to their sense of 
victimization as much as any story told by a guide. 
Nothing, however, makes Christian tourists feel more irritable and mistreated than 
the constant experience of security in D.C. Most buildings that they enter require some 
sort of security procedure, from simple bag checks at the National Gallery to the TSA-
level screening at the Capitol. The process is tedious, especially for large groups, and 
tourists (understandably) resent being continually required to take off their jackets, belts, 
and nametags and allow a stranger to rifle through their bags. Each of these indignities, 
however, acted as a bonding ritual for the group, uniting them against the invasion and 
the government responsible for it. They grumbled about the good old days, when a citizen 
could wander the halls of the Capitol unhindered by post-9/11 concerns. At the Capitol 
Visitors’ Center, one guide complained that the security there was only necessary 
because “people lack Christian character in self-government.” 
This security extended well beyond the entry point to any building. Guards and 
docents could be found in almost every room, admonishing tourists not to get too close to 
the artwork or to keep their voices down. Tourists found these restraints particularly 
irksome in the Great Hall of the Supreme Court, where they had to wait in line for up to 
thirty minutes to enter the courtroom, but were forbidden to speak above a whisper. 
Periodically, a security guard would shush waiting tourists, and they would quiet briefly. 
But inevitably, their voices would rise until the same exasperated guard returned to repeat 
the cycle. Combined with the lack of places to sit (it was forbidden to sit on the floor), the 
experience only exacerbated tourists’ dislike for the Supreme Court. Similar encounters 
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at other sites had the same effect. Simply put, tourists felt that the government did not 
trust them anymore than they trusted it, and this feeling reinforced their sense of being 
victims every time they entered a building.  
Tour guides sometimes played on tourists’ irritation with security by “joking” that 
they themselves were a security threat and in danger of being removed. As we walked up 
Capitol Hill, one guide shouted, “I’m here to repeal laws! Oooooh, are they coming to get 
me?” Tourists laughed while the guide dramatically looked over his shoulder, as if 
expecting Capitol police to arrive at any moment. Another guide delivered a fiery 
condemnation of the current court’s legal interpretation in the Supreme Court’s Visitors’ 
Center. After he finished, he told me in an aside, “If the thought police ever come for me, 
they won’t let me say this anymore, especially here.” Jokes like these suggest that the 
guides saw security not as protecting visitors and government workers from terrorist 
threats, but as protecting the government from dissenting voices. Tourists occasionally 
made similar comments, joking about having to leave their guns on the bus (concealed 
carry permits are invalid in D.C.) or wanting to jump the White House fence. For one 
group, the latter option became unexpectedly real, when someone did jump the fence not 
long after the tourists had stopped for a photo op. The next day, several of them reported 
that family and friends had texted them asking, “Was it you?!” Whether it was an X-ray 
machine, a bag check, or an iron fence, security put a barrier between tourists and the city 





 According to Christian heritage tours, today’s white evangelicals are not alone in 
their victimization; they are joined by prominent Christians from American history who 
are also under attack by secularists and academics. In addition to telling tourists that 
Christianity has been omitted from “mainstream” history (see Chapter 3), tour guides 
claim that some academic historians intentionally mischaracterize the founders to tarnish 
their legacies.  One guide told his tourists to watch out for mainstream historians who set 
out to denigrate the founders by “cherry-pick[ing] quotes to show them in a bad light.” In 
his view, academics distorted the founders’ Christian faith by focusing only on moments 
of doubt. Thomas Paine, for instance, “changed his mind later in life,” according to this 
guide, but he was “devout at the time of the signing” of the Declaration of 
Independence.7 Another guide said that Christopher Columbus was primarily motivated 
by his desire to spread the gospel, even though “everyone says” he was motivated by a 
desire for gold. The overall picture was of a historical smear campaign, designed to “tear 
down” the great men of American history. 
 These smears extended beyond the founders’ faith, as most guides also brought up 
academic historians’ attacks on the founders’ character, particularly their attitudes about 
slavery. “Liberals today criticize them for being rich white men who weren’t concerned 
about minorities,” one guide said, before explaining how much they sacrificed for the 
                                                          
7 Paine is widely regarded by historians as a founder of American freethought, for which his Age of Reason 
serves as an “originating manifesto.” See Leigh Eric Schmidt, The Village Atheist: How America’s 
Unbelievers Made Their Way in a Godly Nation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 85-89.  
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cause of freedom.8 Other guides talked about how the founders’ slaves were treated well 
and freed in their masters’ wills.9 Jefferson is a frequent focal point for these stories. At 
the Jefferson Memorial, most tour guides defended him against accusations that he had a 
sexual relationship with Sally Hemings, who was his slave. There is now a consensus 
among historians that at least one of Hemings’ children was fathered by Jefferson, and 
that their sexual relations could not have been consensual.10 However, most Christian 
heritage tour guides relied on David Barton’s interpretation, which absolves Jefferson of 
all guilt. In his 2012 book The Jefferson Lies, Barton attributes the consensus view to a 
liberal conspiracy to make Bill Clinton’s sexual misconduct look minor compared to 
Jefferson’s.11 The Sally Hemings stories were unusual in that more often than not, 
tourists were unfamiliar with the story. They knew that Jefferson owned slaves, but not 
much more than that. Tour guides first told their tourists what “everyone says” in order to 
portray Jefferson as the victim of academic historians. They then told “the real story” in 
which Jefferson is above reproach. 
Tour guides also took issue with Hollywood’s representations of American 
heroes, particularly Lincoln. Stephen Spielberg’s Academy Award-winning film Lincoln 
had been released only two years prior to the tours I observed, and tour guides had little 
                                                          
8 Guides often brought up that the founders risked “their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor” in 
rebelling against King George III. In the view of guides and tourists, the founders’ sacrifices for the nation 
more than atoned for the sin of owning slaves.  
9 Washington did free his slave in his will, but Jefferson did not. For a review of the founders’ thoughts and 
actions on slavery, see William W. Freehling, "The Founding Fathers and Slavery," The American 
Historical Review 77, no. 1 (1972): 81-93. 
10 Annette Gordon-Reed has written the definitive historical account in Thomas Jefferson and Sally 
Hemings: An American Controversy (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1997). See also Jan 
Lewis and Peter S. Onuf, eds., Sally Hemings & Thomas Jefferson : History, Memory, and Civic Culture 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1999).  
11 Barton, The Jefferson Lies, 1-30. 
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good to say of it. Lincoln’s savvy politicking in the film struck them as less than 
honorable, and one guide said that the film was insufficiently clear in distinguishing good 
from evil. What the guides (and some tourists) found most offensive, however, was the 
profanity of Daniel Day Lewis’ Lincoln. That, they felt, was pure Hollywood fiction, the 
product of a secularist agenda intent on “knocking down heroes.” Even so, this depiction 
of Lincoln allowed tour guides to depict him, too, as a victim.  
In short, today’s public school teachers, historians, and filmmakers refuse to treat 
the Founding Fathers and other American heroes as morally infallible, which is 
interpreted by Christian tourists as a kind of post-mortem persecution. Tour guides draw 
on victim language to frame their own stories about the founders as well as the memorials 
to Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and others. These memorials tell their own heroic 
narratives of the men they honor, and while they may pay less attention to Christianity 
than Christian heritage tours would like, they nonetheless celebrate the men’s virtues and 
larger-than-life accomplishments rather than their flaws. In these interpretations of the 
founders and their memorials, tour guides draw on both the outsider and insider 
narratives. They place white evangelicals into a long line of American Christians 
denigrated for their faith. White evangelicals become at the same time both founders and 
victims.  
 
A Godless Government 
 While Christian heritage tours focused on the glories of the past, they also paid 
attention to the shortcomings of the present. Guides acknowledged the Christian 
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symbolism and imagery they encountered as evidence of Christian heritage, only to move 
on to lament the current godless state of the nation.  This move used D.C.’s Christian 
material culture as a fulcrum for tours to pivot from celebrating the nation’s Christian 
past to lamenting its present state of decline. Guides would point to an example of 
material Christianity as a way of opening a conversation about how contemporary 
America fails to live up to the Christian ideals the object represents. Here, tourists were 
confronted with a threat not merely to a Christian object but also to Christianity in 
America. The threatened objects symbolized the tourists themselves. 
The headquarters of the three branches of government provided opportunities for 
this kind of conversation, starting with the White House. Some Christian guides reminded 
their tourists to pray for then-President Barack Obama, whether or not they had voted for 
him. Others took a more ironic tone, quoting John Adams’ prayer that is inscribed over 
the mantle in the State Dining Room: “I pray Heaven to bestow the best of Blessings on 
this House and on all that shall hereafter inhabit it. May none but honest and wise Men 
ever rule under this roof.” Each time the prayer was recited, at least a few people 
snickered, rolling their eyes at how woefully short recent presidents have fallen in their 
view. “We’ve mostly had honest and wise men there,” one guide commented, “but 
especially in the twentieth century they’ve been dishonest and immoral.” Compared to 
the idealized past of the insider narrative, current administrations could never measure 
up.   
At the Capitol, tourists made similar comments about how un-Christian their 
current leaders were. As they passed the Congressional Prayer Room on their way to the 
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Rotunda, guides and tourists in several groups wondered aloud just how much use it got 
these days, given the secular state of the country.12  The congressmen who led tours 
reinforced the idea that “real” Christianity is hard to find in Washington; one compared 
himself to “the last of the Mohicans.” Such commentary highlighted the stark contrast 
between how tourists thought America had been (and should be) run—by “real” 
Christians—and how it is currently run. One woman told me as we exited that as 
“magnificent” and “historic” as the building was, she wasn’t impressed: she only saw it 
as an opportunity to pray for our leaders.  
No site, however, inspired this negativity more than the Supreme Court. In 2014 
and early 2015, when I conducted my fieldwork, the Court had not yet affirmed same-sex 
marriage in Obergefell v. Hodges, but the case was on everyone’s minds.13 Same-sex 
marriage came up frequently: at dinner, on the bus, even on the steps of the Lincoln 
Memorial. When one guide asked what one thing in American society her tourists would 
want to change, as Martin Luther King Jr. had worked to change racism, one middle 
school boy raised his hand and responded, “same gender marriage.” The tourists 
consistently held the Supreme Court and its “activist judges” responsible for the coming 
changes.  
Tourists always discussed same-sex marriage while visiting the Court, either in 
private conversations among themselves or during the lecture by the Christian guides. 
Many expressed their dismay that, despite all the Christian heritage that is visible in the 
                                                          
12 The prayer room was added to the Capitol in 1955. As is typical of “nondenominational” spaces, the 
room itself is markedly Christian. It contains chairs, kneeling benches, and three Christian Bibles displayed 
on stands in front of a stained glass depiction of George Washington kneeling in prayer. 
13 576 U.S. __, 2015.  
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building, the Court seemed prepared to “follow man’s law instead of God’s law.” One 
guide told his tourists that laws that violate God’s laws are no laws at all, so Christians 
are obligated not only to change them but also to disobey them. “So when the Supreme 
Court rules later this year about what a family is, it’s wrong if it’s contrary to God’s 
higher law,” he said. “Two plus two is never five.” The tourists responded with a chorus 
of cheers and amens that rang through the Visitors’ Center, until they were shushed by a 
security guard. As we headed upstairs to the courtroom, one woman beamed with delight, 
telling me how much she loved that the guide was bold enough to preach such things in 
the hearing of this “pagan court.”14 But this sense of rebellion took for granted that the 
battle against marriage equality was already lost. No matter how many times the Ten 
Commandments or Moses or Christ himself appeared in the Supreme Court friezes, 
America had already left God’s law behind.  
In between sites, broader discussions of contemporary American politics also 
gave tourists a chance to experience their victimhood. They took for granted that the 
federal government was the domain of secularists, and that in D.C., they were trespassing 
on enemy territory. “It’s not easy to be Christian and conservative inside the Beltway,” 
said one lobbyist addressing a group of tourists, who chuckled and nodded in agreement. 
Another speaker mentioned the difficulty of finding a good Bible study group near the 
Hill, saying that he eventually had to start his own. Such testimonies resonated with 
                                                          
14 Evangelicals have long accused the Supreme Court of being “anti-Christian” or “establishing secular 
humanism,” ever since its rulings in Engel v. Vitale (1962) and Abington School District v. Schempp (1963) 
ended school prayer and devotional Bible reading, and its ruling in Bob Jones University v. United States 
(1983) allowed the Internal Revenue Service to revoke the tax-exempt status of religiously affiliated 
schools that discriminated on the basis of race.  See Fraser, 130-237; Prothero, Why Liberals Win the 
Culture Wars, 191-206.  
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tourists’ suspicions that God was not welcome in D.C. Other guides decried the secularist 
takeover of public institutions. “They’re winning,” one lamented. “They control the law 
schools, the congress, the government, the government schools, even some of the 
churches.” The result of this takeover, according to another guide, is “the absolute 
greatest threat to our constitutional order in the history of our country… an all-out assault 
on family, marriage, and parenting.” The biblical allegory was obvious even before 
guides pointed it out: Christians are David, and the government is Goliath.  
This characterization of Christians as underdogs extends beyond politics to their 
role in contemporary society. Guides and tourists alike remarked that “we need more real 
Christians,” as one woman put it, in both government and society. By this she meant 
conservative Christians like herself, not “nominal Christians.” 15 But other tourists were 
not optimistic. Several said that the U.S. was moving in the direction of a “Christian 
minority.” One guest speaker took the position advocated by Russell Moore that 
“persecution” would be a welcome test for conservative Christians, separating the wheat 
from the chaff.16 Others were more anxious about being victims. “Faith is under 
enormous attack in the United States,” claimed one speaker, while a congressman warned 
the tourists he was addressing of the growing threat of the “nones,” or people who do not 
identify themselves as affiliated with any religion. He called the trend “disturbing,” 
particularly because “70 percent of nones are Democrats.”17 Despite Republican control 
                                                          
15 “Real Christians” implies white conservative evangelical Protestants.   
16 Russell Moore, Onward: Engaging the Culture Without Losing the Gospel (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 
2015), 6-9. 
17 According to Pew, 75% of “nones” voted for Barack Obama in the 2008 presidential election. See 
“Social and Political Views of the Unaffiliated,” Pew Research Forum, October 9, 2012, http://www.pew
forum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise-social-and-political-views/.  
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of both houses of Congress at that point, he convinced his audience that conservatives’ 
hold on power was tenuous at best; and while the tourists often expressed dissatisfaction 
with Republican politicians, they preferred even a nominally Christian Republican to a 
Democrat.18 In all of these conversations, American Christians were consistently cast as 
victims.  
This sort of commentary plays off of tourists’ sense of their own victimization by 
the federal government. The result is that tourists feel alienated from the sites they visit, 
despite the marked Christianity at those sites. When tourists visit the Capitol or 
congressional office buildings, or when they catch a glimpse of the White House or the 
headquarters of federal agencies from the bus, they do not celebrate the democratic 
process. Rather, they experience it as a reminder of their status as political outsiders; for, 
as one congressman put it, to gain entry to those halls of power today they would have to 
“leave Jesus at the door.” 
 
Faith in the Halls of Power 
Not that long ago, white evangelicals thought their days as political outsiders 
were over. At the start of the new millennium, Americans had elected a president who 
named Jesus Christ as his favorite philosopher, strongly encouraged White House staff to 
attend Bible studies, and opened Cabinet meetings with prayer.19 George W. Bush had 
been cultivating his ties to the Christian Right since his days as coordinator for 
                                                          
18 When asked who they would vote for, tourists most often responded with something along the lines of 
“anyone but Hillary [Clinton].”  
19 Miller, 128.  
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evangelical outreach during his father’s 1988 presidential campaign, but the real key to 
his success with white evangelicals was simpler: he was one of them. He spoke their 
language, shared their concerns, and believed, as they did, in not only the saving power 
of Jesus Christ but also the saving power of the United States. Bush also believed in the 
power of religion to improve society, a belief reflected in his establishment of the White 
House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives and his support for “charitable 
choice,” which allowed faith-based agencies to be considered for federal funding 
regardless of their missions.20 Prominent evangelicals occupied key positions in this Bush 
administration, including Attorney General John Ashcroft, National Security Advisor 
Condoleeza Rice, and lead speechwriter Michael Gerson. Roughly a quarter of a century 
after the Moral Majority’s founding, white evangelicals had gained a remarkable degree 
of power and respectability inside the Beltway. Recognizing this shift, the National 
Association of Evangelicals released a statement prior to the 2004 election telling its 
constituents, “Never before has God given American evangelicals such an awesome 
opportunity to shape public policy in ways that could contribute to the well-being of the 
entire world.”21 The exiles had recaptured D.C., and with it, the nation.  
During George W. Bush’s administration, however, evangelicals suffered 
significant culture war losses that gave an authentic ring to their occasional outsider 
rhetoric. They lost a high profile battle over Intelligent Design when a district court ruled 
in 2005 that public school biology students could not be required to listen to a statement 
                                                          
20 Miller, 121-124. 
21 Miller, 128-129. 
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about the “gaps” in the “theory” of evolution.22 Evangelicals decried the ruling as an 
example of “judicial activism.”23 But not all judges were deemed hopeless reprobates: in 
another major controversy, Alabama Supreme Court Chief Justice Roy Moore was 
removed from his post for installing and then refusing to remove a massive stone 
monument of the Ten Commandments in the Alabama Supreme Court building. James 
Dobson, at a rally in support of Moore and his monument, compared Moore’s actions to 
those of Rosa Parks, saying, “It can be said that people of faith are being sent to the back 
of the bus -- and we're not gonna go there.” This statement echoed earlier rhetoric from 
the Christian Coalition that positioned evangelicals alongside the civil rights movement 
in parallel struggles for justice.24 Years later, when Moore ran to regain his seat on the 
court, Christian actor Kirk Cameron lauded him for standing up to the “anti-God bullies” 
who wanted to remove the monument.25  
But by far the most devastating series of losses for evangelicals under Bush came 
in 2003, when the movement for LGBTQ+ rights made significant advances at the state 
and federal levels. Vermont recognized same-sex civil unions, while Massachusetts went 
even further, becoming the first state to recognize same-sex marriage. That year also saw 
the Supreme Court declare anti-sodomy laws unconstitutional in Lawrence v. Texas.26 
                                                          
22 Kitzmiller v. Dover Area School District, 400 F. Supp. 2d 707 (M.D. Pa. 2005).  
23 Julian Borger, “Court Defeat Fails to Deter Intelligent Design Backers,” The Guardian, December 21, 
2005, https://www.theguardian.com/science/2005/dec/22/evolution.schoolsworldwide.  
24 “Judge Agrees to Hear Ten Commandments Lawsuit,” Fox News, August 28, 2003, 
http://www.foxnews.com/story/2003/08/28/judge-agrees-to-hear-ten-commandments-lawsuit.html. See also 
Miller, 136. 
25 Kirk Cameron, “Alabamans: Consider Judge Moore,” Kirk Cameron, August 11, 2012, http://kirk
cameron.com/alabamans-consider-judge-moore/.  
26 Lawrence v. Texas, 539 U.S. 558 (2003). 
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And, despite the best efforts of white evangelicals and their allies, Congress failed to pass 
the Federal Marriage Amendment, which would have amended the Constitution to define 
marriage as being between one man and one woman. Dobson called that failure “our D-
Day, our Gettysburg, our Stalingrad.” 27 Conservative Christians had, in his view, 
suffered a devastating loss. As the movement for marriage equality gained momentum, 
this defeatism would become commonplace. They saw the nation’s rejection of 
traditional marriage as an attack on Christians, who, despite holding some of the highest 
offices in the land, were powerless to stop it.  
 
“Criminalizing” Christianity 
When evangelicals spoke as outsiders during Bush’s presidency, they tended to 
sound more like victims than exiles. After the election of President Barack Obama in 
2008, that language of victimization increased sharply. Obama quickly came to embody 
everything that white conservative evangelicals opposed. It was not just that he was black 
and a Democrat; he was also accused of being a socialist, a Muslim, and a Kenyan.28 
During the 2016 presidential campaign, Donald Trump accused Obama of being in 
league with terrorists working to destroy the United States.29 The absurdity of such 
                                                          
27 Prothero, Why Liberals Win the Culture Wars, 237. Conservative evangelical leaders reacted similarly to 
the Court’s ruling affirming same-sex marriage in Obergefell v. Hodges in 2015, calling it a “spiritual 
9/11.” See Peter Montgomery, “Religious Right Reax to SCOTUS: ‘A Spiritual 9/11,’” Religion 
Dispatches, June 26, 2015, http://religiondispatches.org/religious-right-reax-to-scotus-a-spiritual-911/. 
28 Prothero Why Liberals Win the Culture Wars, 234-5. 
29 Jenna Johnson, “Donald Trump Seems to Connect President Obama to Orlando Shooting,” Washington 
Post, June 13, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2016/06/13/donald-trump-
suggests-president-obama-was-involved-with-orlando-shooting/?utm_term=.ca4f10e9b60f.  The Trump 
campaign revoked the Post’s press credentials following the publication of the story.  
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accusations was irrelevant. For many white American evangelicals, Obama was the 
Other. Every policy he advocated was interpreted by the Christian Right as an attack, not 
just on them but on America itself. Shortly after Obama’s inauguration, the Tea Party 
grew out of white conservatives’ sense of disenfranchisement, this feeling that the nation 
that was rightfully theirs had been stolen from them.30 By the end of his first term, 
Obama was accused of waging both a “war on whites” and a “war on religion.”31 This 
claim of victimization seemed quite different from the sort of strategic ploy Ralph Reed 
used in the 1990s to position Christians as outsiders fighting for equal rights. It was a 
genuine cry of outrage at being on the losing side. 
When evangelicals accused Obama of waging “war on religion,” they often 
pointed to his signature healthcare reform, the Affordable Care Act.32 The ACA 
mandated that employers provide their employees with insurance plans that cover 
contraceptives. Numerous religious institutions, groups, and businesses protested and 
framed the issue as an assault on religion. Obama, they agued, was forcing conservative 
religious institutions and business owners to violate their consciences and their faith with 
regard to when life begins. Paying for contraceptive coverage for their employees would 
make them complicit in the use of contraceptives, but if they refused they would face 
significant fines. Catholic institutions, including universities and hospitals, felt that they 
would be violating the Church’s teachings if they in any way collaborated in the use of 
                                                          
30 Hochschild, 135-151. Robert Putnam and David Campbell found that the best indicator that someone 
would joining Tea Party was favoring more involvement of religion in government; see “God and Caesar in 
America: Why Mixing Religion and Politics is Bad for Both,” Foreign Affairs 91 (2012): 34. 
31 Prothero, Why Liberals Win the Culture Wars, 235. 
32 The Affordable Care Act became known in popular discourse as “Obamacare.” 
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contraceptives, and many evangelicals sided with Catholics on principle, standing by the 
pro-life alliance that had formed in the 1980s. In addition, many conservative Christians 
opposed the mandate because it included coverage for drugs that they believed caused an 
abortion. A series of lawsuits argued that the mandate violated the 1993 Religious 
Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA) by substantially burdening the free exercise of religion 
of employers whose religious beliefs prohibited the use of contraceptives and abortion. 
Two such cases reached the Supreme Court, where white evangelicals and their 
allies cast themselves as victims whose rights had been violated by an overreaching, anti-
Christian government. In Burwell v. Hobby Lobby (2014), the Court ruled that the 
religious conscience of closely-held corporations was protected under RFRA, and that the 
mandate could not be applied to such corporations because it did not use the least 
restrictive means possible, as required by RFRA. Conservative Christians hailed the 
decision as a victory for religious liberty. Susan B. Anthony List President Marjorie 
Dannenfelser said, “In living out our religious convictions, there are certain things we 
must not do. This is why we are at a watershed moment. Religious people will no longer 
be ordered to take action that our religions says we must not take.”33 In her view and that 
of many others, the decision in Hobby Lobby reversed a dangerous trend of subordinating 
the religious beliefs of white conservative Christians to the government’s will. Senator 
Ted Cruz echoed that sentiment but warned that there was work yet to be done: “Now is 
                                                          
33 Nia-Malika Henderson, “After Hobby Lobby Decision, Both Sides Jockey for Position, Money,” 
Washington Post, June 30, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/she-the-people/wp/2014/06/30
/after-hobby-lobby-decision-both-sides-jockey-for-position-money/. 
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no time to rest. We cannot rely on the courts alone to defend our religious liberty.”34 
Victory in this case was not enough to overcome white evangelicals’ sense of themselves 
as a victimized minority.  
Two years later, a second case on the contraception mandate reached the Supreme 
Court. Zubik v. Burwell consolidated seven different challenges from various religious 
institutions, including Pittsburgh’s Bishop David Zubik, Geneva College, and the Little 
Sisters of the Poor. In keeping with the Obama administration’s compromise, these 
institutions were not required to pay for contraceptive coverage for their employees, but 
in order to be exempt they had to fill out a form indicating their conscientious objection. 
The insurance company would then provide direct coverage for contraceptives. The 
religious institutions objected to the form, since signing it, in their view, facilitated 
contraceptive usage, making them complicit in a practice that violated their religious 
beliefs. In May 2016, the Court vacated the decisions of the various Circuit Courts of 
Appeals and remanded the cases for further consideration of the ways in which 
contraceptive coverage might be provided by the insurance company without the 
religious institution’s facilitation.35 In response, religious groups expressed cautious 
optimism, though Bishop Zubik remarked that he was concerned that “the government is 
changing the rules of the game” for religious free exercise.36 But what was striking about 
                                                          
34 Ariane de Vogue, “Hobby Lobby Wins Contraceptive Ruling in Supreme Court,” ABC News, June 30, 
2014, http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/hobby-lobby-wins-contraceptive-ruling-supreme-court/story?id 
=24364311. 
35 The Court had requested supplemental briefings on this issue, an unusual move.  
36 Mike Pintek, “Bishop Zubik Hopeful All Sides Can Come Together, Resolve Conflict on Contraceptive 
Mandate,” CBS Pittsburgh, May 16, 2016, http://pittsburgh.cbslocal.com/2016/05/16/bishop-zubik-
hopeful-all-sides-can-come-together-resolve-conflict-on-contraceptive-mandate/.  
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conservative Christians’ reaction to the ruling was their purported willingness to 
compromise. Unlike the Christian Right of the 1980s, they were not on a crusade to ban 
abortion or denounce contraceptives. They had seemingly abandoned the founders’ role 
as guardians of national morality.  Instead, they took aim at a more modest goal in their 
role as victims: protecting their own religious liberty as they defined it. 
White evangelicals took a similarly defensive position on same-sex marriage after 
it was affirmed by the Supreme Court in June 2015. They did not entirely abandon 
attempts to reinstate “traditional marriage” as the law of the land, but they shifted their 
efforts toward protecting the consciences of individuals who objected to same-sex 
marriage on religious grounds. Initially, they focused on wedding vendors: some 
conservative Christians in the wedding industry did not want to photograph a same-sex 
wedding, bake a cake for it, provide the flowers, or allow such a ceremony to occur on 
their property. From their point of view, to do so would be to participate in an event that 
violated their religious beliefs about marriage. The government, in short, was requiring 
them to sin, but refusing service to same-sex couples left them vulnerable to charges of 
discrimination. A flurry of lawsuits ensued in a dozen states, as Christian business 
owners argued that it was unconstitutional to punish them for refusing to endorse same-
sex marriage by providing wedding-related services to same sex couples. To do so would 
be to deny evangelicals the freedoms afforded to other American citizens. Jim Campbell, 
an attorney who represented a New Mexico photographer who refused to photograph a 
same-sex commitment ceremony in 2006, compared his client to “an African American 
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photographer” forced by the government “to take pictures of a KKK rally.”37 Brian 
Fischer of the American Family Association and the editors of The National Review 
called for opponents of same-sex marriage to be treated as conscientious objectors, rather 
than being forced to check their beliefs at the workplace door.38 In most cases, however, 
the courts sided with same-sex couples.  
White evangelicals also tried to protect the consciences of religious business 
owners through legislation, including the federal First Amendment Defense Act and state 
Religious Freedom Restoration Acts. The most controversial of these was the Indiana 
RFRA, which Governor Mike Pence signed into law in late March of 2015 and allowed 
businesses to refuse services based on the religious beliefs of the owners.39 Tennessee 
and Mississippi both passed laws in early 2016 allowing counselors and therapists to 
refuse service to patients on the grounds of religious conscience.40 And North Carolina 
passed a law forbidding cities to pass more comprehensive non-discrimination policies 
than the state’s own policy, which, at the time of the bill, did not prohibit discrimination 
based on sexual orientation or gender identity.41 These legislative efforts made 
evangelicals out to be the victims in these scenarios. The language of religious liberty and 
                                                          
37 Bob Unruh, “Supreme Asked to Halt That ‘Compelled’ Lesbian Speech,” WND, November 8, 2013, 
http://www.wnd.com/2013/11/supremes-asked-to-halt-compelled-speech/#yPF10IzJscYb4ZUE.99. 
38 Bryan Fischer, “Time to Give Conscientious Objector Status to Bakers and Clerks,” Renew America, 
July 17, 2015, http://www.renewamerica.com/columns/fischer/150717; Editors, “Accommodate 
Conscientious Objectors to Same-Sex Marriage,” National Review, September 9, 2015, http://www.national
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40 Emma Green, “When Doctors Refuse to Treat LGBT Patients,” The Atlantic, April 19, 2016, http://www.
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41 The bill, HB2, became known as “the bathroom bill” because it required all individuals to use the 
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freedom of conscience allowed them to seem only to want to live and let live; it was their 
intolerant opponents who were imposing their beliefs on others. Once again, white 
evangelicals had found a way to claim the moral high ground of the outsider and the 
sympathetic stance of the victim. 
There is no better exemplar of evangelicals’ new role as victims than Kim Davis, 
the Kentucky county clerk who went to jail rather than issue marriage licenses to same-
sex couples. In Kentucky, marriage licenses are signed by the county clerk who issues 
them. Davis felt that to perform this part of her job was to endorse same-sex marriage, 
which she could not in good conscience do. In July 2015, she began denying marriage 
licenses to same-sex couples, then to all couples who applied for them. Six of those 
denied couples sued her. In district court, Davis argued that requiring her to sign the 
marriage licenses in her capacity as county clerk violated her First Amendment rights to 
free exercise of religion. As one of her attorneys told the press, Davis and her legal team 
believed the case was about protecting her rights, not denying the rights of same-sex 
couples: “This case is not about these plaintiffs' desires to get married, the case is about 
[their] desire to force Kim Davis to approve and authorize their marriage in violation of 
her constitutionally protected religious beliefs.”42 Davis also sued Kentucky Governor 
Steve Beshear for violating her religious freedom by refusing to allow her to opt out of 
issuing marriage licenses that went against her conscience. Despite these efforts, the 
                                                          




district judge ordered Davis to begin issuing marriage licenses, and her appeal to the 
Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals was denied.  
Davis readily cast herself as the victim in this drama. When the Supreme Court 
refused to hear her appeal, she said in a statement, “I never imagined a day like this 
would come, where I would be asked to violate a central teaching of Scripture and of 
Jesus Himself regarding marriage. To issue a marriage license which conflicts with God’s 
definition of marriage, with my name affixed to the certificate, would violate my 
conscience.” She called the matter “a Heaven or Hell decision” and claimed that she had 
no animosity toward gays or lesbians. What she wanted, she said, was “what our 
Founders envisioned – that conscience and religious freedom would be protected.”43 
Despite her legal losses, Davis continued to defy the judge’s order to issue marriage 
licenses. On September 3, 2015, the judge held her in contempt of court and remanded 
her to custody. By sending her to jail, the judge elevated her in the eyes of her supporters 
from a mere victim to a modern-day martyr.  
With Davis incarcerated, the media frenzy around her case reached its peak, and 
many conservative Christian leaders and politicians took advantage of the spotlight. 
Davis was being persecuted for standing by her Christian beliefs, they said, and her case 
represented what Republican presidential primary candidate Mike Huckabee called “the 
criminalization of Christianity.”44 Ted Cruz, another Republican presidential primary 
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candidate, called Davis’ arrest “judicial tyranny.” He argued that “those who are 
persecuting Kim Davis believe that Christians should not serve in public office. That is 
the consequence of their position. Or, if Christians do serve in public office, they must 
disregard their religious faith—or be sent to jail.”45 The American Family Association 
called for “states to protect Christians since the Supreme Court did not.”46 Support for 
Davis was by no means unanimous among conservative Christians, but her supporters 
made the most of this opportunity advance the narrative of Christian victimization. 47 
When Davis was released from jail after five days, she was celebrated as a hero. 
Huckabee hosted a press conference turned victory rally that Davis entered to the 
accompaniment of “The Eye of the Tiger,” raising her arms in triumph. To secular 
viewers, the whole affair seemed almost farcical. But to white evangelicals Davis’ 
persecution was proof that Christians had become victims in the nation they had founded.  
 
Victims or Victors? 
The Kim Davis saga reveals a great deal about how white evangelicals see 
themselves today. They continue to cast themselves as victims even as they wield 
considerable political power. Donald Trump may not be the morally upright president 
many white evangelicals wanted, but he has shown support for their agenda. He selected 
                                                          
45 “Sen. Cruz Statement on the Arrest of Kentucky Clerk Kim Davis,” US Senator for Texas Ted Cruz, 
September 3, 2015, https://www.cruz.senate.gov/?p=press_release&id=2432.  
46 “States Need to Make Religious Accommodations,” American Family Association, September 10, 2015, 
http://www.afa.net/the-stand/culture/2015/09/states-need-to-make-religious-accommodations/. 
47 Leading voices that did not take Davis’ side included Jeb Bush and Carly Fiorina, at the time both 
candidates in the Republican presidential primary, and Russell Moore, the head of the Southern Baptist 
Convention’s Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission.  
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Indiana governor Mike Pence to be his vice president, playing off of Pence’s pro-life, 
anti-LGBTQ+ record to win white evangelicals’ vote. During the campaign, he met 
privately with nearly a thousand pastors and church leaders to discuss his faith and 
policies, and he created an “evangelical executive advisory board” to represent 
evangelical concerns. Shortly after his inauguration, he appointed conservative Neil 
Gorsuch to the Supreme Court, a choice hailed as a victory by evangelical leaders.48 He 
also withdrew the Obama administration’s guidelines on the rights of transgender 
students in public schools. Most importantly, he has indicated support for the First 
Amendment Defense Act and the repeal of the Johnson amendment, two causes that are 
central to evangelicals’ political agenda.49  
White evangelicals also continue to work at the state and local levels to protect 
themselves from being forced to conform to progressive values. Since the legalization of 
same-sex marriage nationwide, many state legislatures have considered or passed bills 
that allow religious individuals or businesses to refuse service to same-sex couples, 
exclude LGBTQ+ people from non-discrimination protections, or prohibit transgender 
people from using the bathroom corresponding to their gender identity.50 Not all of these 
efforts have been successful, but many have; and even if conservative Christians are 
                                                          
48 Michelle Boorstein and Julie Zauzmer, “Thrilling Christian Conservative Audience, Trump Vows to Lift 
Ban on Politicking, Appoint Anti-Abortion Judges,” Washington Post, June 22, 2016, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2016/06/20/how-can-trump-win-the-many-undecided-
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49 The First Amendment Defense Act (H.R. 2802) prohibits the federal government from taking 
“discriminatory action” against a person who believes that marriage is between one man and one woman 
and that sexual relations must be restricted to those in such a marriage. The Johnson Amendment prohibits 
all 501(c)(3) organizations, including churches, from endorsing or opposing political candidates. 
50 Hayley Miller, “100 Anti-LGBTQ Bills Introduced in 2017,” Human Rights Campaign, March 7, 2017, 
https://www.hrc.org/blog/100-anti-lgbtq-bills-introduced-in-2017.   
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fighting a losing battle to slow the advancement of gay rights, they retain the power to 
make life difficult, uncomfortable, or even dangerous for those who do not conform to 
their idea of a moral lifestyle. Trump and other Republicans may talk about protecting 
Christians as if they are victims, but it is an odd sort of victim who still holds such 
influence. 
 It is possible that during the Trump presidency white evangelicals will relinquish 
their role as victims, but we should remember that the victim role (like the exile role) 
does not entirely depend on the actual degree of political power wielded by white 
evangelicals at a given moment. Rather, this role is constructed in opposition to the 
narrative of Christian America. The present will always fall short in comparison to that 
mythical past, no matter how many conservative policies become law. The lost golden 
age evoked in recent American jeremiads is a strategic fiction, created by the Christian 
Right in the 1980s to further its political agenda, and it continues to serve that purpose 
today. So long as they believe themselves to be the nation’s founders, white evangelicals 
will also likely play the concomitant roles of exiles and victims, regardless of which party 
is in power. 
 
A Threatened Landscape 
With all these roles at their disposal—founders, exiles, victims—white 
evangelicals require strategies for moving between them. During Christian heritage tours, 
those strategies can be observed most clearly in tourists’ interactions with Christian 
material culture. On the one hand, these tours exist to show tourists material evidence of 
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America’s Christian heritage. The main reason tourists travel hundreds or thousands of 
miles to these particular sites is to see the Christian objects that populate D.C.’s 
landscape. Those objects support the insider narrative: Christians founded the nation, and 
they remain central to it, as demonstrated by the presence of Christianity in the art and 
architecture of the nation’s capital. But by supporting the insider narrative, those same 
objects disrupt the outsider narrative. If the outsider narrative is true and Christians are 
marginalized, how is it that these prominent symbols of Christianity persist in D.C.? Why 
have the secular humanists who ostensibly run the country failed to erase them? The 
physical presence of these objects creates cognitive dissonance that tourists must resolve 
in order to maintain both narratives. To do so, Christian tourists draw on the language of 
victimization, invoking a variety of threats to the objects which lead to larger claims 
about threats to Christians themselves.  
In some cases, Christian tourists invoked physical threats to the Christian objects 
they found in D.C. As discussed in the previous chapter, tourists expressed anxiety about 
the possibility that Laus Deo would be erased from the Washington Monument or that 
statues of Christians would be removed from the Capitol. If every Christian object in 
D.C. was subject to the same kind of physical threat as the statue of Jason Lee, soon little 
would remain for Christian heritage tourists to see. However, tourists are more likely to 
invoke other kinds of threats, since they feel that many of D.C.’s Christian objects are 
threatened not by removal but by misinterpretation. This kind of threat is both easier to 
invoke and easier to defend against. The threatened object remains physically in place, 
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while the story about the object, its interpretation, is said to be distorted. The defense is 
simple: tell the “real story,” which, of course, is a Christian heritage tour’s raison d’être.  
The tours I observed found an egregious example of an interpretive threat at the 
Supreme Court, where guides took issue with the official interpretation of a certain set of 
Roman numerals carved on a stone tablet. Directly above the justices’ bench is a 
depiction of two seated men representing the Majesty of Law and the Power of 
Government. Between them is the tablet inscribed with Roman numerals one through ten 
under a rising sun. Given the prominence of Christian iconography elsewhere in the 
building, it is perhaps not unreasonable to expect that those numerals stand for the Ten 
Commandments; but the Office of the Curator’s current official interpretation, given 
during all public talks in the courtroom and in official literature, is that the numerals 
represent the first ten amendments to the Constitution, the Bill of Rights.51 According to 
some sources, however, including several Christian heritage tour guides, the numerals 
were labeled the Ten Commandments until the building was designated as a national 
landmark and placed under the control of the National Park Service in 1988. The Office 
of the Curator relies on a letter from sculptor Adolf A. Weinman to architect Cass Gilbert 
as evidence that the sculptor himself intended the numerals to represent the Bill of 
Rights, but critics argue that the letter is unsigned and potentially a forgery.52 Without 
                                                          
51 See, for instance, the description on the Supreme Court’s website: Office of the Curator, “Courtroom 
Friezes: East and West Walls,” Supreme Court of the United States, updated October 1, 2010, http://www.
supremecourt.gov/about/eastandwestwalls.pdf.  
52 A lengthy account of this controversy can be found here: Catherine Millard, “The Ten Commandments 
Above the Bench—Inner Courtroom of the U.S. Supreme Court,” Christian Heritage Ministries, accessed 
May 9, 2016, http://www.christianheritagemins.org/articles/Ten_Commandments.htm. The Supreme 
Court’s official interpretation can be found here: Office of the Curator, “Symbols of Law,” Supreme Court 
of the United States, https://www.supremecourt.gov/about/symbolsoflaw.pdf, accessed August 4, 2016. 
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further evidence, the controversy seems unlikely to be resolved. It is therefore perfect for 
the purposes of Christian heritage tours, as it supports evangelicals in their roles as both 
founders and victims. 
In my experience, tourists were not given the chance to hear the “new” 
interpretation for themselves before hearing about the controversy. The guides who 
discussed this issue brought it up in the Visitors’ Center before their tourists ever entered 
the courtroom. For two guides, the story became the focal point of the Supreme Court 
visit. After giving context about the building and about American law, both guides 
informed their tourists that there are plenty of biblical symbols to be seen, even in the 
courtroom itself. There are images of the Ten Commandments at the base of the main 
doors to the courtroom; Moses and Solomon are both represented on the South Wall 
Frieze; and Moses is depicted again on the East Pediment, holding his usual stone tablets. 
All of this data about Christian presence and power, however, was only the set-up. The 
punch line came when guides mentioned that despite all this, the tablet and numerals 
inside the courtroom are now said to represent the Bill of Rights. Tourists groaned with 
disgust at hearing this, while the guides admonished them to be polite and not to argue 
with the docent. A few smirked knowingly when the subject came up later during the 
docent’s talk, but no one made a scene.  Publicly, the interpretive threat went 
unchallenged. Privately, the tourists reassured themselves that they knew the real story.  
For Christian tourists, the contested imagery in the courtroom is a powerful 
example of intentional, official actions aimed at reinterpreting Christian objects to fit a 
secularizing agenda. Though the origin of the threat was rarely named beyond “the 
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government,” tourists took for granted that the government was secularist and anti-
Christian. Because the government controlled the sites they visited in Washington, D.C., 
they expected to find this sort of “anti-Christian” revisionist interpretation everywhere, 
and it shaped the way they experienced the city. At the Supreme Court, this reading was 
prompted by the guides, but, with or without prompting, tourists constantly looked for 
something wrong, something incomplete. Such flaws could then be held up as proof that, 
contrary to what the site itself might suggest, evangelicals are victims of a hostile 
secularist regime.   
At the Capitol, the official tour was met with similar suspicion and similar results: 
tourists left feeling that the government was deliberately telling only part of the story in 
order to marginalize Christians. Again, guides primed their tourists for this reaction. On 
most tours, they spent the bus ride to the Capitol discussing which paintings or statues 
they should look for on their own, because the official Capitol guides could not be trusted 
to point them out. The Rotunda paintings were a particular favorite for this treatment 
because they depict “two prayer meetings and a baptism.53 At most, one guide said, the 
official guides will give the title of the painting, but not the story it depicts. Christian 
guides also told their tourists where to find statues of notable Christians in both the 
Rotunda and Statuary Hall, claiming that the official guides were unlikely to point them 
out, much less to properly highlight their piety. Tourists themselves reported mixed 
reactions to the official tour. Some experienced it exactly as the Christian guides 
                                                          
53 The two prayer meetings are Discovery of the Mississippi by De Soto and the Embarkation of the 
Pilgrims, and the baptism is that of Pocahontas.  
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predicted, complaining that they were rushed past the things they wanted to see even as 
the official guides told lengthy stories about topics that did not interest them. One woman 
compared the official tour unfavorably to her previous experiences of the Capitol, when 
tourists could freely wander the halls of power: 
Our tour guide was horrible, she wouldn’t let us walk around, you know… 
I wanted to stand and look at all those paintings that are in the Rotunda, 
but no, she wouldn’t let us go there… I was very disappointed, and that 
was the one place I was really excited to go to! Because it’s a grand, 
wonderful, beautiful place, that is such an homage to our history, you 
know, and the paintings in the Rotunda are all about the Lord, and you 
can’t see them because they were covered up! 
Her reaction was typical, echoed by many of her fellow tourists in both follow-up 
interviews and informal conversations.54  
Even on private Capitol tours, Christian tourists’ experiences were framed by 
references to the many omissions and failures of the official public tour. According to 
Capitol rules, members of Congress can offer private tours to their constituents, taking 
groups “behind-the-scenes” before or after the usual tour and business day. Some of the 
highlights include moments that are not possible on the public tour. Tourists can go on 
the House and Senate floors, see the Speaker’s Lobby, stand on the Speaker’s Balcony, 
and pray in the Congressional Prayer Room, all at their congressional guide’s discretion. 
                                                          
54 A minority of tourists did express satisfaction with their tour of the Capitol, but their positive reactions, 
were expressed in contrast either to their low own expectations or to other tourists’ negative experiences. 
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They also see the usual highlights of the public tour, including the Crypt, Rotunda, and 
Statuary Hall. Two of the tours I joined took a private tour led by conservative Christian 
congressmen. Both congressmen pointed out many Christian features of the building—
missionaries in statuary hall, Moses in the House chamber, prayer and baptisms in the 
Rotunda—and frequently reminded tourists that this was privileged information that they 
would not hear otherwise. This was, of course, at least in part an effort to dazzle their 
constituents with the specialness of the private tour. But it also cast suspicion on the 
official, government-sponsored tour that “everyone else” has no choice but to take. 
Tourists were impressed, especially those who had previously taken the public tour. “The 
[public] tour we were on was so darn fast,” one woman said, “they don’t say anything 
about that, in fact they hardly said anything about the Bible in past ones.” In contrast, her 
congressman “gave it so much more meaning” by linking features of the building to the 
Bible. Even though those taking the private tour heard what they considered to be the 
“real story,” they were continually reminded that this experience was not typical. 
Elsewhere, the story was being officially rewritten to showcase secularism rather than 
piety. 
Tourists also felt that the government minimized Christianity in order to spotlight 
more “politically correct” topics. I heard hints of this in the Capitol’s Statuary Hall, when 
some tourists grumbled that their official guides spent too long talking about statues of 
Sojourner Truth, Rosa Parks, or three famous female suffragists, when their time would 
have been better spent talking about the material Christianity in the room. On several 
other tours, the Library of Congress sparked these complaints. Despite the prominence of 
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the Gutenberg Bible and the Giant Bible of Mainz in the Great Hall, tourists found that 
official guides to the Library spent more time advertising another religion: Islam. One 
Christian guide informed me that the Library of Congress puts far more emphasis on 
Islam today than they did when she first started fifteen years ago. During the introductory 
video today, she said, they mention the Qur’an “four or five times, but not the Bibles in 
the main hall!” She added that she had once asked an official guide if Thomas Jefferson 
owned any Bibles; the man responded, yes, he did—but he also had five Qur’ans!55 Nor 
were these complaints limited to sites in Washington, D.C. One couple told me in a 
follow-up interview that, in Philadelphia, they were disappointed to find discussions of 
Christianity had been pushed out to make room for more “trendy” topics such as civil 
rights and economic reform. They also visited Williamsburg, where they reportedly 
found similar “subtle agendas,” including ones that “mocked” colonial Christianity for 
being intolerant. In each case, tourists’ perception was that the sites’ messages, which 
spoke to the significance and centrality of Christianity in American history, had been 





                                                          
55 This number is an exaggeration. According to the Library of Congress, Jefferson owned only one Qur’an, 
a two-volume English translation by George Sale printed in London in 1764. The first Muslim member of 
Congress, Keith Ellison (D-Minn.), was sworn in on this Qur’an in January 2007. See Gail Fineberg, 
“Solemn Oaths: Members Borrow Historic Books from the Library,” Library of Congress Information 
Bulletin 66 (1-2), 2007. 
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Disruptive Objects and Subcultural Identity 
It is in tourists’ interactions with D.C.’s Christian material culture that we can 
best see the clash between the insider and outsider narratives and how white evangelicals 
negotiate it by playing different roles. Spoken stories are fluid, making it easy for guides 
and tourists alike to shift between narratives. They can transition from founders to exiles 
or victims and back, seemingly without dissonance. Material objects, however, are more 
fixed.56 As a result, they may tell a story that challenges the preferred narrative in a given 
situation. On Christian heritage tours, material objects tended to serve as evidence for the 
insider narrative and counterevidence for the outsider narrative. This meant that, at 
certain moments, the outsider narrative had to be defended against the Christian objects, 
which seemed to testify to Christianity’s enduring power in not-so-secular America.  The 
simplest way for tourists to resolve conflict between them was to relegate the insider 
narrative to the past tense and maintain the outsider narrative in the present.  
We do not often consider the disruptive potential of religious objects in the 
context of a religious group’s identity. Such objects are most often analyzed in terms of 
their expressive function: by analyzing an object (or a series of objects), we gain a 
window into the identity of the object’s creator, viewer, or user.57 Objects that express a 
religious identity may also serve to cultivate desired interior dispositions through 
disciplining the body.58 While these approaches acknowledge the complexity and 
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polyvocality of religious objects, they highlight the objects’ stabilizing functions, rather 
than their potential for disruption.59 David Morgan goes so far as to argue that material 
objects mask the instabilities inherent in our socially constructed world.60 Morgan shows 
that popular devotional images like Warner Sallman’s Head of Christ give material form 
and the illusion of permanence to things that are essential to maintaining the viewer’s 
world, in this case the existence and authority of the historical Jesus.61 Furthermore, the 
relative stability of objects enables them to transmit religious identity from one 
generation to the next, often through children’s toys.62 Material objects provide a tactile, 
accessible means of communicating characters, stories, and behaviors that are essential to 
maintaining the stability of a socially constructed world. 
The Christian objects encountered by Christian tourists in D.C. do perform some 
of these stabilizing functions. They express the custodial relationship that many 
evangelicals feel toward the United States by superimposing a layer of Christianity over 
the nation’s capital.63 Spaces like the Congressional Prayer Room or the National 
Cathedral express an expectation of Christian piety from American leaders and citizens 
alike, and numerous inscriptions offer collective praise to God or request divine blessings 
on the nation. The Christian inscriptions and iconography of the capital also serve to 
mask the instability of an increasingly diverse nation. Religious differences are elided 
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under the sweeping claims “In God We Trust” and “One Nation Under God.” Most 
importantly, Christian heritage tours are explicitly designed to transmit the idea of 
“Christian America” across generations. Adult tourists bring their children or 
grandchildren in order to introduce them to American history from a Christian 
perspective, and most Christian heritage tour companies market tours to students of 
private Christian academies or home school groups. In these respects, the Christian 
objects in the capital do stabilize at least one piece of white evangelicals’ identity: their 
conviction that Christians are America’s rightful insiders. 
Nonetheless, the outsider narrative dominates how Christian tourists understand 
themselves in relation to the nation today. They are comfortable claiming that Christians 
were insiders in the past, but their identity as a subculture depends on their position as 
outsiders in the present. To a certain extent, they are not wrong in claiming the margins, 
since American public life has been de-Christianized in important ways over the last fifty 
years.64 But D.C.’s landscape remains remarkably Christian. At each site, Christian 
tourists encounter relics of a long history of Protestant power in the United States. Those 
objects suggest that Christianity remains at the very least the default language for the 
nation’s collective expressions of memory. Moreover, their materiality lends these 
                                                          
64 Most importantly, Christian prayer is no longer a standard feature of public education in the United 
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objects the illusion of facticity. It is difficult to argue with something that is literally 
written in stone.  
However, rather than surrender their roles as exiles or victims, Christian tourists 
resisted the objects’ insider narrative by finding ways to reassert their position as 
outsiders through stories of their own. In some cases, such as their concern for the statue 
of Jason Lee, their resistance drew on verifiable threats, while in other cases, they 
appealed to rumors or an intangible sense that the nation is in decline. In any case, the 
facticity of the threat was not what made it salient. It had only to seem plausible enough 
to serve as a mechanism for tourists to recast themselves as outsiders. The materiality of 
the object presented a challenge, but it was not insurmountable. Objects themselves do 
not tell monolithic narratives, even though one normative narrative may be readily 
apparent. Tourists had sufficient agency to change the story.65 They deflected the obvious 
material narrative that Christians are insiders with their own verbal narratives about 
various threats. Doing so allowed them to treat the disruptive object as if its insider story 
was in the past tense. Meanwhile, in the present tense was the threat of erasure or 
reinterpretation. Anticipating this threat allowed tourists to treat the insider narrative, like 
the object itself, as a mere relic of the past. 
If tourists came to D.C. in search of a straightforward affirmation of Christianity’s 
central place in America’s past and present, the Christian objects they encountered might 
be stabilizing. Fifty years ago, a story about Christians as insiders would have been 
enough. But the shifting place of Christianity vis-à-vis the nation in recent decades has 
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complicated the identity of white American evangelicals. As a result, D.C.’s Christian 
objects were a source of the rupture, rather than repair, in tourists’ socially constructed 
world. In response to this disruption, Christian tourists acted to restabilize their identity, 
but that stability came not from the Christian objects, but from the tourists’ behavior as 
they interacted with them.  
Tourists already knew the script for these encounters, because this conflict of 
narratives extends well beyond the context of Christian heritage tours. D.C.’s Christian 
objects represent a legacy of Christian power that has left its mark on many aspects of 
American culture, material and otherwise. As discussed in the previous chapter, the 
outsider narrative is a rhetorical strategy that creates tension with the mainstream as 
required to maintain the white evangelical subculture’s boundaries. But any instance of 
Christian power, whether marked or unmarked, disrupts that narrative. White 
evangelicals then face the same problem faced by tourists who encounter Christian 
objects in D.C.: they appear to be insiders in the present, not just the past. In identifying 
threats to D.C.’s Christian objects, tourists were adapting a broader script drawn from the 
white American evangelical repertoire. Most evangelicals are well practiced at 
identifying threats to Christianity in the United States. Some of these threats are 
hyperbole, like “creeping sharia” and the annual War on Christmas. Changes to policy 
and legislation, like Common Core and same-sex marriage, also serve as threats. In the 
broader American context, these threats function in much the same way as the purported 
threats to Christian objects in D.C. They recast evangelicals as outsiders, despite the 
significant power they still wield in American politics and culture.  
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The disruptive objects that tourists encounter in D.C. thus provide a site to 
observe not only how a subject may regain stability after an encounter with a 
destabilizing material object, but also how white evangelicals may deal with such 
disruptions in a broader context. Christian tourists’ interactions with Christian objects 
quell their disruptive potential by evoking threats, and in doing so they demonstrate one 
strategy for negotiating the conflicting narratives that characterize white American 
evangelicalism. This process transforms their experience of touring D.C. into one of 
alternating celebration and lament that parallels their view of American culture more 
broadly. They celebrate the Christian heritage they came to see, written in stone before 
them as advertised. But they also learn that what really matters is not these dusty artifacts 
of the past. What really matters are the present day activities of a largely secular 
government bent on persecuting Christians for their faith. Evangelical tourists thus depart 
D.C. having seen what they came for. They are certain of their role as founders, but they 
are equally certain that they are exiles and, above all, victims. In spite of this pessimism, 
however, Christian tourists do not seem to despair for themselves or their nation. They 




Any seat in the House of Representatives offers an impressive view of the 
Christian history of the nation. Visitors can sit and admire the reliefs of famous lawgivers 
on the walls, the portraits of George Washington and the Marquis de Lafayette flanking 
the podium, and the engraved “In God We Trust” over the rostrum. As Christian tourists 
enjoy the chance to sit down, their guides and congressional hosts take the opportunity to 
lecture them on the Christian history of the building and its occupants. On one tour, the 
congressman who had arranged the visit gave a lengthy speech that started with the 
“miraculous” preservation of the Capitol during the War of 1812 and went on to describe 
how “God’s plan for the nation” had unfolded. He ended his talk by quoting 
Washington’s letter of resignation as commander-in-chief of the Continental Army. 
Washington concludes with a prayer for the nation, he said, commending “the Interests of 
our dearest Country to the protection of Almighty God, and those who have the 
superintendence of them, to his holy keeping.” The tourists murmured appreciatively; a 
few adults said amen. The congressman waited until they were quiet again, then asked for 
questions. In the front row, an eight-year-old girl raised her hand. When the congressman 
invited her to speak, she asked, “If George Washington could pray like that, why can’t we 
pray in schools?”1  
The tourists erupted. The congressman told her that it was “a very, very good 
question.” Adults near her and her parents praised her for her insight, while adults further 
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away nodded at each other, impressed. It seemed obvious—so obvious a child could see 
it—that we should follow Washington’s example. The fact that we do not is a sign of a 
crisis, one visible even to an eight-year-old. Her question cut to the heart of white 
evangelicals’ anxiety about the nation. But though the other tourists praised her for 
asking it, no one answered the question.  
White evangelicals today feel that the nation has deviated from the course the 
founders set for it. School prayer is just the beginning. Everywhere they look, they see 
signs of decline, the result of concerted efforts by secularists to exclude Christians and 
their God from the nation in defiance of the founders’ example. However, as in any 
jeremiad, there is still hope. Like ancient Israel, Americans can repent and return to their 
old, righteous ways. White evangelicals understand it to be their responsibility to guide 
the nation back to its correct course; after all, they see themselves as the nation’s 
founders. Their custodial attitude remains, even if they also see themselves as exiles and 
victims today. Their language of repair, recovery, and return signals how vital history is 
to this project of saving the nation. They are not creating something new. Rather, they are 
restoring what has been lost, using their version of American history as a model. But at 
the same time, they see American history itself as endangered. Their task is then twofold: 
they must save history in order to save the nation.  
This chapter examines how Christian heritage tours cast white evangelicals as 
saviors of both history and the nation. Tour guides present history as the key to the 
nation’s salvation, and tourists understand their experience in D.C. as an act of recovery. 
In doing so, they reflect the Christian Right’s attitude toward American history since the 
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1970s. Conservative Christian writers like David Barton, Peter Marshall, and David 
Manuel saw their task as repair, not revision, and they wrote in response to their sense of 
national crisis. They wanted to correct what they saw as the distortions of mainstream 
history in order to correct the course of the nation. Christian tourists share this approach. 
As they see it, they are not on vacation, nor are they learning history for history’s sake. 
Rather, they are learning history as a script to follow in their role as the nation’s saviors. 
 
Turning the Nation Around 
White evangelicals embark on Christian heritage tours in order to learn a 
Christian history that has, in their view, been deliberately eliminated from American 
public schools and popular culture. Tours give them a chance to recover what has been 
lost, which they see as the first step toward reversing the nation’s decline. Throughout 
their tours, they are reminded of this higher purpose. As one guide put it, “Without God 
and the Bible, there would be no America. We have to understand these biblical 
principles we were built on if we’re going to turn this nation around.” Tourists are 
continually reminded that this is no vacation. They are called by God to put what they 
learn in D.C. into action to redeem the nation.  
The most common call to action on Christian heritage tours is a straightforward 
invitation to become politically involved through voting, grassroots activism, and 
financial support for conservative Christian candidates. One guide paraphrased the great 
nineteenth century revivalist Charles Finney, saying, “Politics are a part of religion in a 
country such as this. God will bless or curse this nation based on how Christians act in 
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politics.” Another guide quoted the first Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, John Jay, 
telling his tourists that it is their duty to elect Christians to office: “Providence has given 
to our people the choice of their rulers, and it is the duty as well as the privilege and 
interest of our Christian nation to select and prefer Christians for their rulers.”2 He added 
that only Christians have moral authority and the moral vision to govern in accordance 
with God’s law. Other guides echoed this line of argument, claiming that the morality of 
a democracy depends on the Christian character of its voters and elected officials. 
“Christians need to be involved in politics and government because we need good 
people,” said one guide in his closing remarks. “We’re salt and light on the front lines.”  
On a broader level, tourists are told that Christians are responsible for ensuring 
that the nation’s laws align with Christian values.3 Activism, one of the hallmarks of 
evangelicalism, takes a distinctly political form in this context, as tourists learn that 
electing Christian representatives is only one part of the larger project of maintaining a 
Christian nation.4 One guide said that it is the job of Christians to be model citizens and 
obey the law—but not a law that conflicts with “God’s higher law.” He was referring to 
laws recognizing same-sex marriage, which he called upon his tourists to resist. Another 
guide reminded tourists of the power of the people in a democracy: “People made the 
laws, but the churches made the people.” The task of reforming the nation begins with 
developing moral citizens. “The laws themselves aren’t enough,” he said. “We need good 
                                                          
2 Both of these quotations are accurate. Finney’s can be found in his Lectures on Revivals of Religion (New 
York: Leavitt, Lord, & Co., 1835), 274. Jay’s words are from a private letter he wrote to Representative 
John Murray of Pennsylvania in 1816 and can be found in The Correspondence and Public Papers of John 
Jay, vol. 4 (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1893).  
3 “Christian” in this context means white conservative evangelical Protestant.  
4 Activism is one of Bebbington’s four components of evangelicalism. See Bebbington, 2-3. 
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people to execute them and live under them.” This argument has two parts. First, 
Christians must be involved in government in order for the laws of the nation to be moral. 
Second, the citizens themselves must be Christians in order to be trusted to abide by the 
laws. Electing Christian representatives is only one dimension of this political strategy. 
To reform the nation, Christianity must be embedded in the legal and political system at a 
deeper level.  
Interspersed with these calls to action are rejections of the argument made by 
strict separationists who see no place for Christians in politics. One guide told the story of 
when Peter Muhlenberg, a Virginia pastor, accepted a commission as a colonel in the 
Continental Army during the American Revolution. He was criticized by his brother and 
fellow pastor Frederick for getting involved in a political dispute. “Sounds like some 
people today who say Christians should stay out of politics!” the guide quipped. His 
tourists laughed, and he went on to finish the story: when Frederick’s church was burned 
down by the British Army, he changed his mind and joined the revolution himself. 
Another guide asked his tourists, “Would the Bible tell us to obey the laws and then 
expect us not to care about electing lawmakers? Of course not.” He echoed Jerry Falwell, 
adding, “Where we got this idea Christians shouldn’t be in politics, I don’t know, but it’s 
a bad one.”5  
In these moments, tour guides are rejecting an argument that comes from within 
American Christianity, which says that Christians should not dirty their hands with 
politics. Rob Dreher, among others, has called for “the Benedict option” of Christian 
                                                          
5 Falwell said it was the devil’s idea to keep Christians out of politics. See Harding, 22. 
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families removing themselves as much as possible from a culture that is beyond 
redemption.6 At the same time, tour guides are also resisting arguments about the 
separation of church and state that come from more progressive and secular sources. 
They bolster their arguments with the stories and sites of the tour, which give historical 
precedents for the involvement of Christians in politics. Guides give tourists both 
theological and historical reasons to become politically active when they return home, 
armed with the knowledge of America’s Christian heritage. 
Saving the nation, however, requires more than just becoming politically 
involved. Christianity must be returned not only to politics but also to the public square 
more broadly. One congressman who hosted a tour group at the U.S. Capitol told his 
audience about the Congressional Prayer Caucus’s campaign to put up signs that say “In 
God We Trust” in congressional offices. The campaign started in response to the 
omission of the phrase on the replica of the House of Representatives’ chamber in the 
Capitol Visitors’ Center.7 While that omission was rectified after a Republican outcry, 
members of the Prayer Caucus wanted to go further. The “In God We Trust” signs they 
distributed to congressional offices were a way of reclaiming a place for Christianity in 
the public square. “If we can put it back in the U.S. Capitol,” the congressman told the 
tourists, “we can put it back in the minds and hearts of Americans.” His audience agreed 
with a chorus of amens as he asked them to put “In God We Trust” up in their own 
homes and offices. 
                                                          
6 This argument echoes older trends among 20th century white Protestant fundamentalists as well as more 
recent responses from some leaders of the Christian Right following their attempt to impeach President Bill 
Clinton. See Dreher, The Benedict Option, and Prothero, Why Liberals Win the Culture Wars, 229-230.  
7 See above, pp. 120-121.  
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Guides and guest speakers regularly called on tourists to pray for the nation and 
its leaders and to share the gospel with their fellow citizens. Even if they disagreed with 
then-President Obama, one guide told her tourists, they still ought to pray for him daily. 
Doing so is part of being a good Christian citizen. Another group’s congressman directed 
them to the website PrayUSA during their meeting with him at the Capitol. The website 
brings together pastors, government leaders, and citizens to pray for the nation and 
“challenge the growing anti-faith movement” in the United States. Members of the 
Congressional Prayer Caucus started the initiative in 2015, declaring that “people of faith 
can no longer sit idly by and passively watch as our nation’s history and Judeo-Christian 
heritage are being rewritten with a false narrative. As the first unified step together, these 
government leaders are passionately calling on God’s people to unify with one heart and 
one voice to pray and take action for the United States and those who lead her.”8 Prayer is 
inextricably linked to political action in this call. Guides and speakers also reminded 
tourists of their duty to witness to their fellow citizens. One congressman quoted the 
Great Commission in his talk: “Go and make disciples of all nations.”9 He then modified 
Jesus’ words slightly, telling tourists that it is their duty to “disciple the nation.” Saving 
the nation, it seems, requires more than just voting Christians into office; tourists are 
called to reclaim every level of American society for Christianity, from the White House 
to their neighbors’ house.  
 
                                                          
8 “PrayUSA: Government Leaders Calling the Nation to Prayer Initiative,” PrayUSA, accessed September 
2, 2017, http://prayusa.com/about/. 
9 Matthew 28:19. 
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History as a Prescription 
When the Christian Right began rewriting American history in the 1970s, they did 
so out of concern for the present and future, not the past. The opening chapters of 
Christian heritage books leap to the climax of the story, the Fall, detailing the many ills of 
contemporary American life. Only after persuading their readers that the nation is in 
freefall do they turn to history as a solution. D. James Kennedy, for instance, opens with 
the story of a pilot captured in Vietnam in 1965 who returned “to a virtually different 
country” after being imprisoned for eight years. “In less than forty years,” Kennedy 
writes, “our culture has gone from the strong family values of a society with a Christian 
consensus to a society that glorifies violence, illicit sex, and rebellion. We have severed 
ourselves from the roots of what made us great in the first place.”10 Gary DeMar begins 
by mentioning that when former Mississippi governor Kirk Fordice asserted that 
“America is a Christian nation,” there was a national uproar.11 Peter Marshall and David 
Manuel mention Vietnam and the assassination of John F. Kennedy before describing 
how in the 1960s “young people began to revolt on a scale that no generation ever had 
before-indiscriminately lashing out at all authority or escaping into the mindless self-
destruction of drug abuse.”12 And Falwell begins with his trademark fire and brimstone, 
describing the moment he realized that “America, our beloved country, is sick…It is time 
that we come together and rise up against the tide of permissiveness and moral decay that 
                                                          
10 D. James Kennedy, What if America Were a Christian Nation Again? (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2003), 
3-4. 
11 Gary DeMar, America’s Christian Heritage (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 2003), 7. 
12 Marshall and Manuel, 1-2. 
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is crushing in on our society from every side.”13 These outsider narratives frame Christian 
heritage accounts. The audience cannot read about the prominence of Christianity in the 
past without first reading about its present-day exile from the public square. Later 
chapters close the frame by returning the reader’s attention to the present day and 
demanding action. Stories of America’s Christian heritage are sandwiched between 
stories of its loss. 
 Having established that the nation is in decline, Christian heritage writers suggest 
that history might offer a solution, but they quickly add that history itself is under attack 
from anti-Christian academics and other elites.  If this trend continues, they say, soon we 
will not even know that there once was a Christian America to which we might return. 
Authors draw on the outsider narrative here as well, juxtaposing Christian heritage 
history with mainstream or academic history. If Americans today are ignorant of the role 
of Christianity in American history, authors like Barton claim, it is because the academy, 
the media, and the government have worked overtime to erase it.14 Other authors name 
culprits as varied as the American Civil Liberties Union, secular humanists, big 
government, atheists, and others with “ungodly bias.” The result of all these efforts to 
downplay America’s Christian heritage is a “culture-wide amnesia,” in Kennedy’s words, 
which is both a symptom and a cause of the nation’s moral decline. Kennedy writes, “In 
the last fifty years, our nation has drifted from the biblical moorings on which America 
                                                          
13 Falwell, 6. 
14 Barton names five academic trends he sees as attacking Christian history: “Deconstructionism, 
Modernism, Post-Structuralism, Minimalism, and Academic Collectivism.” He also objects to the peer 
review process, which he says ensures that academics control what is accepted as “truth” or “fact” and 
grant undue authority to secondary sources. See The Jefferson Lies, xvi. 
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was built. So much so, that the mere assertion that ours is a Christian nation invites an 
argument from academic and media elites. Today, Americans have largely forgotten—or 
never learned—about the profound and deeply embedded role of biblical Christianity in 
America’s rise.”15 Laments such as this often appear at both the beginning and the end of 
Christian heritage books, reminding readers that it is their job to protect this history, since 
the mainstream will not.  
Christian heritage proponents add that the Christian history of the nation is so 
obvious that the only way to deny it is to deliberately overlook the evidence. Demar 
writes, “The signposts are everywhere as we let the record speak for itself.”16 Whereas 
academics use convoluted interpretive methods, Christian heritage writers claim to use 
only common sense. They see this method as foolproof and argue that only someone who 
wanted to erase the nation’s Christian heritage could come to a contradictory conclusion. 
As a result, any dissent or critique of Christian heritage books’ historical accounts or 
normative claims about Christianity’s role is dismissed as anti-Christian bias. Barton 
extends this critique from the academy to the courts, arguing that “this is a Christian 
nation,” as the Supreme Court stated in Church of the Holy Trinity v. U.S. (1892). He 
adds, “No other conclusion is possible after an honest examination of America’s history. 
Nonetheless, the contemporary courts, in their strong war against Christianity, have been 
forceful and effective both in ignoring history and in promoting their view on separation 
                                                          
15 Kennedy, “Epilogue,” in DeMar, 85. 
16 DeMar, 12. 
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of church and state.”17 This argument and others like it assert that it is only through 
malicious, intentional efforts that those in power can ignore the nation’s Christian history. 
Christian heritage writers describe these threats to the nation and its history in 
order to inspire their readers to take political action. Like the classic jeremiad’s call to 
repentance, Christian heritage accounts remind their readers that they should reverse the 
nation’s decline by using the past as a model for the future. Authors often use this call to 
action as an introductory device, signaling their audience to read the book as a 
prescription. In The Myth of Separation, Barton draws a parallel between his book and 
the prophet Malachi’s “book of remembrance” (Malachi 3:16).18 That book, in Barton’s 
interpretation, provided a historical record of ancient Israel that showed subsequent 
generations what is right and what is wrong, inspiring them to reject the wrong and turn 
back to God. The Myth of Separation “is also a ‘book of remembrance’ and can provide 
the same three benefits to the people of this nation.” Americans should look back to the 
righteous examples of early Americans to relearn what is right and what is wrong—“even 
though the two are now often reversed”—and what is constitutional and unconstitutional. 
They should then be motivated to fight back against the reversal of right and wrong in the 
government, courts, and schools. Finally, Barton hopes that “through this ‘book of 
remembrance,’ the hearts of the nation may again be turned back toward their fathers—
their Founding Fathers.”19 This is the ultimate purpose of the Christian heritage genre, to 
reform the nation by recovering its lost Christian history.   
                                                          
17 Barton, The Myth of Separation, 136. 
18 He is alluding to Malachi 3:16, in which Malachi’s book of remembrance is said to be “written before the 
Lord to record the names of those who fear the Lord and esteem his name.” 
19 Barton, The Myth of Separation, 9. 
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This same purpose informs the work of white evangelical activists seeking to 
reform history and social science textbooks to bring them in line with the Christian 
heritage version of history. Following the battle over Texas’ state history standards, 
conservative Board of Education member Bob McLeroy told a Tea Party audience that he 
and the other Christian conservatives on the board had “stood up for true American 
history.” They had defended the true history of Christian America against what they 
perceived to be leftist bias in academic history.20 True American history, according to 
McLeroy, recognizes that “our nation was founded on biblical not secular principles. 
Secularism says there is no truth, there is no God, and that we just evolved. The 
Declaration [of Independence] clearly states that truth exists, that there is a Creator, and 
that we are created.”21 McLeroy argued that if Americans forget this, they forget “what it 
means to be an American.”22 Rewriting textbooks and state standards is perhaps the most 
effective way of preserving this message for the next generation.  
In his study of the Texas state standards controversy, religious studies scholar  
Mark Chancy identifies the core aim of Christian heritage proponents: “In seeking to 
Christianize the American past, they were also seeking to Christianize the American 
future.”23 They work toward this goal not only through textbooks but also through 
monographs, Bibles and devotionals, films, and other elements of evangelical popular 
culture. They insist that Americans properly understand the past, as they see it, so that 
                                                          
20 Chancey, 325. 
21 Chancey, 325. Here McLeroy, like many other proponents of Christian heritage history, is inferring the 
existence of truth and a creator from the line “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 
created equal.”  
22 Chancey, 325. 
23 Chancey, 352. 
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they may act properly in the present and the future. In Peter Marshall’s words, “We’re in 
an all out moral and spiritual civil war for the soul of America, and the record of 
American history is right at the heart of it.”24 By returning Christianity to the center of 
American history, white evangelicals hope to remind Americans of their Christian 
identity and save the nation. 
 
Saving the Nation to Save World 
In the lived history of Christian heritage tours, this promise of salvation extends to 
include not just the United States but the whole world. Guides used discussions of 
twentieth and twenty-first century wars to expound on America’s role as an exemplar of 
“Christian liberty” and its Christian duty to eradicate “evil” wherever it appears in the 
world. At the World War II Memorial, one guide said that even though President 
Roosevelt was only a nominal Christian, he “knew who the battle was really against,” 
meaning Satan.25 He added that “F.D.R. knew the world wasn’t big enough for God and 
Hitler.”26 The war was ultimately about liberty, the guide said, and “God is on the side of 
liberty.” The United States was God’s proxy in defending the cause of freedom in the 
world. Other guides picked up this theme in their own stories about World War II. 
Several told the story of Louis Zamperini, an Olympian and American soldier who 
                                                          
24 Chancey, 353. 
25 This guide and others dismissed FDR as a “nominal,” “professed,” or “unregenerate” Christian, even 
though they praised his leadership in WWII.  
26 No one mentioned any link between Nazism and Christianity.  
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converted to Christianity while a prisoner of war in Japan. Guides used the story as an 
example of a war hero who found God and came home thanks to divine protection.27   
Christian guides also told stories about battles that benefited from divine 
intervention, including the Doolittle Raid, which bombed Tokyo in 1942, and the Battle 
of Iwo Jima. The latter, of course, is memorialized by the iconic statue of six Marines 
raising the American flag to signal that the Americans had captured the island. At the Iwo 
Jima Memorial, Christian heritage tour guides typically told their tourists that, according 
to legend, the sculptor included thirteen hands, even though there were only six 
Marines.28 “I think we all know who the extra hand belongs to,” said one guide. Another 
told his tourists, “We’re among friends. We all know that God is involved in these 
things.”  They understood the United States to be fighting on the same side as God and 
therefore benefiting from divine protection and intervention while defending liberty at 
home and abroad. 
Christian tourists felt much the same about today’s wars, understanding the 
United States’ presence in Iraq and Afghanistan and its “war on terror” as defenses of 
Christian liberty. According to one guide, “The Devil uses false ideologies like Muslim 
terrorists to attack us. That’s what World War II was about. We may not have to take up 
arms in the same way now, but we’re still fighting the same war.” In this cosmic war 
between good and evil, the United States is always on the side of good, while the side of 
                                                          
27 Zamperini is the subject of the 2014 film Unbroken, which many tourists had recently seen, so his story 
resonated with them. 
28 This is a common myth on D.C. tours. Tom Miller, a Marine Corps veteran who was at the Battle of Iwo 
Jima, wrote a booklet debunking this myth and others about the battle and the statue. The sculptor, Felix de 
Weldon, denies including an extra hand. See John Kelly, “One Marine’s Moment,” Washington Post, 
February 23, 2005, p. C13, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A45559-2005Feb22.html. 
189 
evil is populated by a rotating cast of military opponents. The same guide said that the 
first military engagement of the new nation was with the Barbary pirates, who were 
Muslims. While European nations settled for paying tribute, President Jefferson sent the 
newly-built American navy to fight back. Victory in that war was not just for America, 
but for all nations oppressed by the Barbary pirates and, in the guide’s view, Islam. 
Tourists also expressed support for more recent American military interventions, 
understanding them as part of the duty of a Christian nation to the world. They also 
expressed their fear of what might happen to the world without America’s democratic 
example and military power.  
Nowhere was this anxiety more prominent than in discussions of Israel. Tourists 
in every group expressed unwavering support for the State of Israel, but they also 
expressed their fear that the Obama administration was failing to support Israel as the 
Bible mandates. This failure, they said, would have disastrous consequences for the 
nation. These conversations always centered on God’s covenant with Abraham in 
Genesis 12:3. As one group walked through the Holocaust Museum, a tourist told his 
wife and friends, “I know why America’s been blessed. If you read the Bible, it’s right 
there. Those who bless them shall be blessed, and those who curse them shall be cursed.” 
He went on to warn his listeners that America was on the verge of losing God’s blessing.  
Another group had a similar conversation about the divine mandate to support 
Israel while standing in line for the Washington Monument. The tour guide said that 
“until this president [Obama], America has always sided with Israel.” He feared that the 
United States had turned its back on Israel and caused God “to remove his protective 
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hand.” Such conversations frequently segued into discussions of American party politics. 
Tour guides praised Republicans for “standing with Israel” and condemned Democrats 
for failing to do so. “They booed God at the DNC [Democratic National Convention], 
remember that?” said one guide. “They don’t support Israel or anything like that.”29 On 
tours in 2015, congressional hosts told tourists about how thrilling it was to attend Israeli 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s address to Congress in March 2015. Numerous 
leading Democrats did not attend, arguing that it was inappropriate to show American 
favoritism toward Netanyahu less than three weeks prior to the Israeli elections. 
Attendance at the speech became an instant benchmark of conservative politicians’ 
support for Israel, and tourists reveled in descriptions of the electric atmosphere and 
overflowing crowds. These conversations made it clear that it is a Christian’s duty to 
support Israel and to vote for those who do. To do any less is to endanger America and, 
by extension, the world.  
Despite their pessimism about the changing role of the United States in the world, 
Christian tourists retained the optimism embedded in the jeremiad. Though they feared 
that American support for Israel was waning and that the Obama administration was 
failing to resist “radical Islamic terrorism,” their call to political action was predicated on 
a sense that the nation could still be turned around. What was required was for “real 
Christians” to claim their rightful place as stewards of the nation. One tour guide used a 
                                                          
29 This is a reference to the 2012 Democratic National Convention, when the party voted to amend the party 
platform to include God and to name Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. After three voice votes, the 
chairman announced that the amendment passed, and the audience responded with boos. See Jake Tapper 
and Amy Bingham, “Dems Quickly Switch to Include ‘God,’ ‘Jerusalem,’” ABC News, September 5, 2012, 
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/OTUS/democrats-rapidly-revise-platform-include-god/story?id=17164108.  
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morning devotion about David and Goliath to make this point. “I’ve personally felt 
hopeless for the nation,” she admitted. “But then I felt the Holy Spirit say, ‘I’m not 
hopeless.’ To be hopeless is to think that God has removed his hand from this nation.” 
She explained that just as God uses David to defeat Goliath against the odds, God can 
still use American Christians to restore the nation. “God is not done with us yet,” she 
added. Most tourists felt that it was not too late for the nation to return to its former role 
as a Christian nation that fights for freedom and proclaims the gospel. Though the battle 
is global—even cosmic—their faith tells them that God can use anyone to bring about 
change.  
The most optimistic notes of Christian heritage tours arise at moments like this, 
during discussions of who God will use to save the nation. On almost every tour, the 
answer was children.30 One congressman specifically addressed the children in his 
audience: “God is preparing you kids for life for his purpose, and you should cooperate 
with him, not resist.” One parent said amen, while the children in the group were serious 
and silent. On another tour, the guide told the story of Esther, telling the children to pay 
special attention. After reading a brief summary of the biblical story, she paraphrased 
what Mordecai tells Esther as she is deciding whether to risk her life by approaching the 
king: “You were born for such a time as this.”31 She let them ponder that for a moment, 
then reminded them also of what Esther says when she agrees to go to the king: “If I die, 
I die.”32 The whole group fell silent. She told them that God has a plan for each one of 
                                                          
30 This echoes the reason that Christian heritage activists want to rewrite school textbooks. 
31 Mordecai actually says “Who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as 
this?” Esther 4:14, NIV.  
32 Esther 4:16 (usually “if I perish, I perish”). 
192 
them, and that they, too, were born for such a time as this. “Do you have a vision for how 
you want to impact your community? Your nation? Your world?” she asked. “What are 
you unhappy with in our nation? What would you change?” The adults were included in 
this conversation, but it was aimed at the children. The story of Esther performed two 
tasks: it reminded children of their responsibility, and it warned them that fulfilling it 
might be hard, even dangerous.  
This warning was a common theme in conversations about how children are the 
nation’s best hope. One mother told me that she truly believes that her children “will be 
persecuted in their lifetime” and must be prepared. Other parents expressed similar 
concerns. At the same time, the reason many parents brought their children on a Christian 
heritage tour was to arm them with knowledge of America’s “true history” that they can 
use in the years ahead. Christian adults still have their own role to play, but the 
overwhelming consensus among tourists was that the rising generation will be the key to 
saving the nation and the world.   
For white evangelicals, saving American history is the first step in this work of 
salvation. Christian heritage tours offer just one way to learn the “true history” of the 
United States. Countless monographs, films, devotionals, and works of art are dedicated 
to the same mission, and an increasing number of history textbooks are being shaped by 
Christian heritage proponents. But Christian heritage tours offer a way for white 
evangelicals to experience the nation’s history in a manner that other media do not. By 
visiting D.C., tourists learn about American history “in the places where it happened,” as 
one tourist told me. Many tourists compared their visit to D.C. with Holy Land tours, 
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saying it was a similar feeling, walking in the footsteps of the founders as they had 
walked in the footsteps of Jesus. What they learn over the course of the tour, as one tour 
guide put it, is that God is “actively involved in his creation. So we need to understand 
history to understand how God works in history.” Christian heritage tours’ lived history 
combines the revisionist histories of the Christian Right and the material culture of D.C. 
to make an argument about how God has worked in American history and what white 
evangelicals ought to do to restore God’s blessings to the nation.  
When they return home, tourists preach the good news of America’s Christian 
heritage. In follow-up interviews, every tourist I spoke to told me about the conversations 
they’d had with family, friends, Bible study groups, and Sunday school classes. They 
wanted to tell everyone they knew about the “true history” of the nation. One woman 
gave a presentation to her church congregation, while another bought several Christian 
heritage DVDs from the tour company and donated them to her local public school. Other 
tourists made scrapbooks and photo albums to share with visitors, recording their 
memories of the sites and the things they had learned. Their experiences of the tour 
granted them an extra measure of authority. They had been there. They had taken the 
photos. They had met the guides and politicians. They were not taking anyone else’s 
word for it that Christianity is everywhere in D.C.—they had seen it for themselves. With 
the authority of experience, they could confidently evangelize in their communities, 
spreading the good news of America’s Christian heritage. They believed that eventually, 
the number of Christians who knew this history would reach a critical mass, and together 
they could use it to save the nation. 
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Conclusion 
Christian heritage tours of D.C. offer a window into how the lived history of 
white evangelicals helps them to make sense of who they are and how they ought to 
behave. American history mediates a complicated relationship between white 
evangelicals and the nation. At certain moments, they appeal to the Christian Right’s 
revisionist history to claim a position at the center of the nation. At other moments, they 
invoke a threat to that history to claim a position on the margins. Their ability to occupy 
both the insider and outsider positions is a source of power in a nation that reveres 
tradition but also cheers for underdogs. In D.C., it is possible to see how Christian 
tourists claim both positions and how they move between them by strategically 
employing the stories and sights of the tour.  
Two narratives dominate this lived history. The insider narrative says that 
Christians founded the United States and remain its divinely-appointed caretakers, while 
the outsider narrative says that Christians have been exiled from their rightful positions of 
power and persecuted by an anti-Christian establishment.33 Both narratives reflect, to 
some extent, the lived experience of white Christians at various points in American 
history. White Christians, particularly white Protestants, wielded extraordinary power in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, even though American public life has been de-
Christianized in important ways since the 1960s. These narratives also reflect the lived 
experience of individual tourists themselves, many of whom expressed a combination of 
                                                          
33 In both narratives, it is essential to remember here that “Christian” indicates “white conservative 
evangelical Protestant.” 
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nostalgia for the good old days and resentment toward newcomers who threaten to take 
their jobs and destroy their culture.34 The power of these public narratives lies in their 
simplicity. They are not nuanced historical accounts, but rather templates into which 
white evangelicals can insert some of their own experiences, even as they leave out other 
experiences that might challenge the narrative.  
Since the 1970s, white evangelicals have employed a synthesis of these two 
narratives to create four roles for themselves: founders, exiles, victims, and saviors. The 
Christian Right led the way in developing and deploying these narratives alongside each 
other, as leaders like Falwell and Barton argued both that America is a Christian nation 
and that Christians have been pushed to the margins of American society. In this 
synthesis, the narratives are mutually reinforcing. The idealized past—“Christian 
America”—provides a foil for their outsider experiences in the present, and it serves as a 
model for what they hope to achieve in the future. Together, the outsider and insider 
narratives form an interpretive framework for white evangelicals to understand their 
relationship to the nation. Christian heritage tours are a place to observe these narratives 
in action and at a grassroots level and to witness how they reinforce one another and at 
times frustrate each other. Tourists and their guides continually draw on them, fitting 
their stories about the Founding Fathers, D.C. memorials, and events in American history 
into these grander narratives about American Christianity. The Christian Right may have 
written the first draft of these scripts, but today’s tourists make them their own.  
                                                          
34 In this, they are much like Hochschild’s subjects in Strangers in Their Own Land.  
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Christian tourists combine the insider and outsider narratives in different ways to 
create their desired roles. The insider narrative takes priority for the founders role, 
supported by the metanarrative of American exceptionalism and Christian salvation 
history. Tour guides tell stories of the great white Christian men who founded the nation 
and expected their successors to be similarly Christian. They also tell stories about the 
Christian God’s interventions on America’s behalf. They argue for the implicit 
Christianity of the nation’s founding documents and the central role of the Bible in 
shaping the American form of government. Along the way, they point to Christian statues 
and inscriptions as proof of their claims about America’s Christian heritage. Underlying 
these founders stories, however, is the outsider narrative, as tourists also learn that the 
nation has strayed from these Christian founding principles. Over the course of the tour, 
they are made to feel the disjuncture between the Christian founders’ experience as 
insiders and their own experience as outsiders. That disjuncture makes way for two other 
roles: exiles and victims.  
In their role as exiles, Christian tourists rely on the outsider narrative along with 
the metanarrative of secularization. In these stories, Christians have been exiled from the 
public square and stripped of the political and cultural power they once had. Secularists 
have erased God from monuments, textbooks, and laws. The nation is at risk of forgetting 
its Christian heritage and forfeiting God’s protection. Here, the outsider narrative 
generates nostalgia for the past the insider narrative represents. Christian heritage tours 
capitalize on this nostalgia in their marketing, calling on tourists to visit D.C. in order to 
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recover that idealized past. If they do so, they can return from their exile and rebuild a 
Christian nation.  
The victims role combines narratives in a slightly different way. While this role, 
too, relies heavily on the outsider narrative and the metanarrative of secularization, it 
treats the insider narrative as an account of a lost cause rather than an aspirational past. 
Tour guides tell stories about how the founders have been denigrated by secular 
historians seeking to distort the founders’ reputations and to question their Christian faith. 
Tourists comment on the absence of “real Christian” leaders in D.C. today, and they 
complain about the discomfort and irritation of being tourists in a city with security 
guards at every major building. They extend this sense of victimization to the Christian 
material culture that might otherwise challenge their feelings of outsiderhood, identifying 
threats to Christian objects just as they identify threats to Christians themselves. By doing 
so, they maintain their outsider position, even when the city’s stones cry out a different 
story. 
Finally, Christian heritage tours cast white evangelicals as saviors by drawing on 
all of these narratives and metanarratives. The outsider narrative and the metanarrative of 
secularization establish that the nation is in decline and in need of saving. The insider 
narrative and the metanarrative of Christian salvation history provide a template for how 
it can be saved. And the metanarrative of American exceptionalism explains why the 
nation must be saved. If the United States is God’s chosen nation, the fate of the world 
hangs in the balance. Tours make clear that the first step must be to save the Christian 
heritage of the nation from those who seek to distort or destroy it. Once that is 
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accomplished, the past can be used as a model for the future. To this end, tourists share 
what they learn in D.C. with their friends and family when they return home. But the real 
task of saving the nation falls not on this generation, but the next. Ultimately, the role of 
saviors will be played by children, like the precocious little girl who asked her 
congressman why she could not pray in her school.   
These four roles exist in tension with each other, as do the insider and outsider 
narratives. Christian heritage tours offer an opportunity to see how white evangelicals can 
navigate between roles when narratives collide. In particular, Christian tourists’ 
encounters with D.C.’s material culture reveal how they can maintain their outsider 
position even when confronted with evidence that Christians remain, at least to some 
extent, insiders in the United States. While scholars have tended to understand material 
culture as stabilizing with regard to religious identity, the interactions of Christian 
tourists with D.C.’s Christian objects demonstrate that objects can also be disruptive. The 
countless biblical inscriptions, Christian iconography, and statues of Christian leaders 
that populate D.C. appear to proclaim the insider narrative. At certain points, these 
material objects corroborate the story that tourists want to tell about the nation’s Christian 
heritage. At other points, the same objects challenge the story tourists want to tell about 
their own exile and victimhood. In the latter case, tourists identify a threat to the object in 
question, saying it will soon be removed, erased, or otherwise silenced. This move 
neutralizes the object’s suggestion that Christians remain insiders and allows tourists to 
continue in their outsider role with minimal tension. Due to the complexity of white 
evangelicals’ identity and Christianity’s shifting relationship to the nation over time, 
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D.C.’s Christian objects can either stabilize white evangelicals’ identity or challenge it, 
depending on what role they are playing at the moment they encounter the object.  
In identifying threats to D.C.’s Christian objects, tourists replicate a common 
move in white evangelicals’ lived history. They look for potential threats and amplify 
them in order to reinforce their position on the margins. As outsiders, they can claim the 
moral high ground of the outsider and elicit Americans’ sympathy for the underdog. But 
in reality, white evangelicals are as much insiders as outsiders in the United States today. 
They benefit from the historical and contemporary power of white Christians in 
American law, politics, and culture. As insiders, they can claim the authority of tradition 
and the benefit of laws made in their image. Previous scholarship has tended to render 
white evangelicals as either insiders or outsiders, not both. However, the behavior of 
Christian tourists in D.C. demonstrates that white evangelicals’ identity is far more 
complex and dynamic. Any study of their political activity or motivations must begin by 
recognizing that they play multiple roles vis-à-vis the nation. 
Nowhere are the political consequences of white evangelicals’ dynamic identity 
more clear than in the 2016 presidential election. Donald Trump mobilized both the 
insider and outsider narratives to great effect. His campaign slogan, “Make America 
Great Again,” synthesizes the two narratives much as the Moral Majority once did: it 
implies that the nation is in decline from an idealized past, but that recovery remains 
possible. It is a jeremiad for the twenty-first century. Trump also explicitly echoed white 
evangelicals’ outsider narrative on numerous occasions. For instance, he repeatedly 
promised that “we’re all going to be saying Merry Christmas” under a Trump 
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administration, invoking the War on Christmas as a powerful symbol of the outsider 
narrative and suggesting a coming victory for conservatives in that war.35 In addition, he 
promised an audience at Liberty University, “As long as I am your president no one is 
ever going to stop you from practicing your faith or from preaching what’s in your heart. 
We will always stand up for the right of all Americans to pray to God and to follow his 
teachings.”36 Here, he suggests that white evangelicals would remain exiles under another 
president, but he will lead them to the Promised Land. His claims of persecution by the 
media and the D.C. establishment, which have continued from the campaign into his 
presidency, also resonate with white evangelicals’ sense that they have been victimized 
by the same groups. Despite Trump’s many moral failings, eighty-one percent of white 
evangelicals voted for him in November 2016, and he maintained a seventy-eight percent 
approval rating among white evangelicals in the first one hundred days of his 
presidency.37 For those seeking to understand why white evangelicals support Trump, 
understanding how he taps into the narratives that form their identity is a place to start.38  
                                                          
35 He has made this promise both during the campaign and as president. See Sarah Pulliam Bailey, “We’re 
All Going to be Saying ‘Merry Christmas’: Here Are Donald Trump’s Campaign Promises on Religion,” 
Washington Post, December 7, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2016/12/07/
were-all-going-to-be-saying-merry-christmas-here-are-donald-trumps-campaign-promises-on-
religion/?utm_term=.ccd5607f98cc; Amy B. Wang, “Trump Brings Up the War on Christmas—In July,” 
Washington Post, July 2, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2017/07/02/trump-
brings-up-the-war-on-christmas-in-july/?utm_term=.1111795aae94. 
36 Lauren Markoe, “Trump Promises to Protect Christians at Liberty Commencement Speech,” National 
Catholic Reporter/Religion News Service, May 15, 2017, https://www.ncronline.org/news/politics/trump-
promises-protect-christians-liberty-commencement-speech. 
37 Gregory A. Smith and Jessica Martinez, “How the Faithful Voted: A Preliminary 2016 Analysis,” Pew 
Research Forum, November 9, 2016, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/how-the-faithful-
voted-a-preliminary-2016-analysis/; Gregory A. Smith, “Among White Evangelicals, Regular Churchgoers 
are Most Supportive of Trump,” Pew Research Forum, April 26, 2017, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2017/04/26/among-white-evangelicals-regular-churchgoers-are-the-most-supportive-of-trump/. 
38 This is not to dismiss other motivations, including racial and economic anxieties. It is, however, to show 
that evangelicals could vote for Trump not in spite of their religious commitments, but rather because of 
them.  
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This dissertation has shown that white American evangelicals have a complex 
relationship with the nation today. They are not solely proponents of Christian theocracy; 
neither are they merely victims of a secular establishment. They are both, and they are 
more. Understanding white evangelical identity requires a dynamic approach in order to 
grasp how fluid that identity can be. The narrative approach to identity employed here 
captures how white evangelicals can shift roles by combining available narratives in new 
and different ways. Most importantly, understanding white evangelical identity requires 
paying attention to lived history. History is not just what scholars do; it is also what 
ordinary people do to make sense of their lives. Written, verbal, and material stories 
about the American past are an integral part of how white evangelicals understand their 
identity. On Christian heritage tours and beyond, white evangelicals do history as they 
plot themselves into narratives about their communities and their country. And, as they 
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